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    Introduction 
 
      
 
      
 
    Who the f&*k gave Slade Cruz this kind of power over me? 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how it happened. One minute he was the guy I loathed and the next thing I knew, I was waking up beside him desperate to get out of there. 
 
    When secrets are revealed, Slade and I realize that we are more connected than we could have ever known. Not only are we learning that our hearts beat as one, but we now share a common enemy who neither of us could have foreseen. 
 
    I’m quickly learning that Lucien Valentine isn’t only the monster in my storybook, but makes appearances in many. He needs to be stopped, but this war is bigger than just me and I don’t think I have what it takes to fight it. 
 
    Betrayals bite hard as secrets are revealed. Hearts are put on the line, and just when you thought you had it all, the devil shows up on your door. This time he might take more than you could possibly give, and it might just cost you your life. 
 
      
 
    Hold onto your seats because Aston Creek is about to enter a war it never saw coming. 
 
      
 
      
 
    WARNING: The Aston Creek High Series is a Young Adult / New Adult Dark, Bully Romance. It features dark themes, LOL moments, teenage angst, and of course, all the swoon-worthy moments I know you’re all dying for. 
 
    This series contains violent scenes, cursing, and sexual content. 
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The front door swings open and the second I step over the threshold; Shaylee begins tearing into me. “Where the hell have you been?” she demands, trailing her eyes from my head to toes and back up again, checking me over for any signs of stress. “Do you have any idea how worried I was? You can’t just stay out all night without letting me know. Tyler Samuels’ mother said he saw you get into some sort of argument with a bunch of boys and then they were arrested and no one has seen you since.” 
 
    Oh, shit. That almost seems like a lifetime ago. It’s hard to believe the fight with Roman at the courts was only last night. 
 
    “I…” I go to start explaining myself when she gets a good look at the bandage over the palm of my hand and instantly cuts me off. 
 
    “What happened to you?” she gasps, rushing forward and forgetting all about the fact that she’s attempting to reprimand me as a good foster mother/aunt should do. 
 
    I raise a hopeful brow. “Would you believe me if I said that I was assaulted by a cop?” 
 
    Her mouth drops as her eyes bug out of her head. She stares at me for a long drawn-out moment. “Tell me you’re lying. Are you kidding? Who? Which cop?” 
 
    I shake my head, realizing I was far too preoccupied to bother catching the dick’s name. “I don’t know. He was a big guy, this tall,” I say, holding my hand way up above our heads. “He had a big pop-belly and a dirty scar down the side of his face. He pushed me on the basketball courts and I fell, scraping up the side of my leg and landing on a piece of glass.” 
 
    I hold up my hand so she can get a better look and fury instantly ripples through her. A low growl comes tearing from deep within her throat and she takes my hand, squeezing it a little too hard. “This is completely unacceptable. You have two seconds to get yourself through a quick shower and then I’m marching you right down to that station and we’re pressing charges against that asshole. How dare he put his hands on you.” 
 
    I grin wide, looking up at the woman who has had her life thrown completely upside down when child services came knocking on her door only a few short weeks ago. She was once my favorite aunty turned stranger, to now the woman I’m learning to lean on. 
 
    I tug my hand out of her vice-like grip and throw my arms around her as my emotions begin to overwhelm me. It’s already been a crazy morning and it’s not even past 9 am. “Thank you,” I whisper, catching her off guard. “I don’t think I’ve ever told you but I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me and Blake.” 
 
    She wraps her arms around me, soft, welcoming, and warm and the way she holds me is as if she’s been waiting for this very moment for thirteen extremely long years. “I’d do it a million times over,” she murmurs against my ear, making it a promise and silently swearing to always stand by it. 
 
    Her declaration has something healing within my chest and I feel for the second time in less than twelve hours that my life is finally starting to turn around. Shaylee holds onto me for a few more moments and as she pulls away and takes a deep calming breath, her eyes come back to mine. “Tell me you truly meant that and weren’t just trying to distract me from the fact that you stayed out all night.” 
 
    I grin and I feel my eyes beginning to glisten with mischief. “I meant that one hundred percent, but did it kind of distract you?” 
 
    She shakes her head in exasperation and pulls her lips into a tight line, somehow reminding me of my mother. “Not in the least but it did calm me down enough to give you a chance to explain where the hell you’ve been all night. But don’t be fooled, I still fully intend to throw the law at that dirty cop. Don’t they know who you are? What you’ve already been through?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “To be completely honest, considering the company I was keeping, they probably just assumed I was a rotten apple.” 
 
    Shay throws her hands up and she instantly begins to overreact. “Great. I only just got you and I’ve already lost you to the dark side. What is it? Drugs? Alcohol? Fighting? I know you keep that old knife under your pillow. Please don’t tell me you’ve been hanging around with the kind of people to peer pressure you into this kind of stuff.” 
 
    “Holy Cow, Shay. Calm down,” I laugh. “It’s nothing like that. I was hanging out with Damian and Slade from school.” 
 
    “Slade?” she questions, pulling back and looking at me through narrowed eyes. “Why does that name sound so familiar?” 
 
    “Slade is Daniella Cruz’s son. You know, mom’s best friend from high school.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” she gasps, throwing a hand to her chest. “That’s right. How could I have forgotten? How is she? I haven’t seen her for so long. She was such a great friend to your mom. It’s a real shame that we grew apart but you know how life gets in the way.” 
 
    I nod. “She said the same thing.” And a shitload of other things. 
 
    Shay carries on as though I hadn’t said a word. “How’s Slade? He must be…what? Eighteen or nineteen by now? He was such a good little boy with the cheekiest little grin.” 
 
    If only she knew that cheeky grin turned into a devilish smirk that could have women’s panties disintegrating with only the click of his fingers. “He’s, ahh…he’s good,” I say, failing to take the interest out of my tone. 
 
    Shay goes to continue when she stops herself and looks at me with furrowed brows. “Wait a minute. What do you mean ‘she said the same thing?’ When did you see her?” 
 
    “I, umm,” shit. “I saw her at her place.” 
 
    “Her place? Why were you at her place?” Shay’s head tilts before a slow, knowing grin begins to spread across her face. “Is there something going on between you and Slade? Is that where you were all night?” 
 
    “Umm…” I cringe, looking up at her through my lashes, hoping this isn’t going to bite me on the ass. “Is it going to be a problem if I was?” 
 
    “Oh, no, honey,” she beams as Ben comes striding in from the hallway, gawking at me in horror. “Hell, yes. That’s going to be a problem.” 
 
    “Shut up, Ben. She’s nearly eighteen. She should be allowed freedom. She’s been locked up by that horrid man for thirteen years. She deserves to have a little fun.” 
 
    “Not if it involves running around with strange boys in the middle of the night and sleeping in someone else’s bed. What kind of role models are we trying to be here?” 
 
    Shay looks up at her husband and raises an unimpressed brow. “Should I remind you that we were dating when I was only fifteen?” 
 
    “Yeah, but that was different,” he says, his gaze sweeping across to me and then back to Shay. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    He lowers his voice and leans into Shay. “Because I remember what we used to get up to and believe me, I don’t want that for her. What if she…you know, got herself knocked up? We can’t have her ruining her life before she’s even had a chance to really begin. Think about it. Just one little mistake could change it all. We owe it to Chelle and Jake to keep her safe.” 
 
    Shay cringes and sinks back before turning her cringe on me, making my stomach sink. “I’m sorry, Sky,” she says, looking as though she’s hating herself for having to put her foot down. “He’s right. Maybe we need to have a chat tonight about setting some boundaries if you’re going to start dating.” 
 
    “Dating?” I grunt with wide eyes. “I didn’t say anything about dating, and especially Slade Cruz. He isn’t exactly dating material. We’re just hanging out. We’re fr…kind of friends, actually, I don’t know. I don’t think we’re friends at all really.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what to make of that,” Ben says, gawking at me in confusion as Shay gives me a knowing smile with excitement brimming in her eyes. 
 
    She walks toward me and runs her thumb lovingly down the side of my face. “You like him, don’t you?” 
 
    I guess there’s nothing better than honesty in times like these. “I don’t really know to tell the truth. He’s kind of an ass and tormenting him was the most fun I think I’ve ever had, but for some reason, I just can’t seem to stay away from him.” 
 
    “You know, your mom and Daniella always used to joke about you two getting together. Maybe this is a blessing from your mom to go for it.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I say, shaking my head. “It’s way too soon for that.” 
 
    “I agree,” Ben cuts in. “Why don’t you take a little break from the guy to think it over? There’s nothing quite like a bit of alone time to figure things out. No need to see him too much.” 
 
    Shay nails him on his shoulder. “Shut up. She can see him as much as she likes to figure out what’s going on between them.” She turns back to me. “How does Slade feel about all of this?” 
 
    I shrug again. “I mean, he certainly likes the way my ass looks in my jeans.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ben grumbles, turning away. “It’s way too early on a Sunday morning for this.” 
 
    Shay laughs as I watch his retreating figure disappear into the kitchen. “He’ll come around,” she says. “He still sees you as the little four-year-old girl who used to run around in her mother’s bikini pretending to be Miss Universe while waving at her adoring fans. I don’t think he realizes that you’re a woman now. He’s just trying to protect your innocence as much as he can.” 
 
    I nod, understanding where she’s coming from. “I lost my innocence a very long time ago, Shay,” I remind her. “I don’t think there’s much more for Ben to protect.” 
 
    “Trust me,” she says, pulling me into her arms and squeezing tight. “There’s plenty.” 
 
    She kisses my cheek, the same way mom used to and as she pulls away, she takes hold of my good hand and drags me into the kitchen. We find Ben bent over, scrambling through the fridge. “What do you guys want? Bacon and eggs on toast, pancakes, or cereal?” 
 
    “Bacon and eggs on toast,” Shay and I say in unison, making Ben roll his eyes and grumble something under his breath. 
 
    Shay takes me over to the dining table and forces me into my seat before trudging to the fridge and leaning around Ben for the orange juice. “Now, I have all freaking day to waste, so if you intend to have some semblance of a life today, you’ll get your explanation out of the way. I need to know every single detail for when I go down to the police station and make an official complaint.” 
 
    “Complaint? What the hell are you talking about?” Ben demands. 
 
    “Skylah here, got herself assaulted by a cop last night.” 
 
    I groan knowing the way she just described it is going to have Ben losing his shit and the moment he turns and gapes at me with fuming eyes, tells me that I’m right. “Tell me she’s talking shit?” 
 
    Shaylee hits him for his language and I decide it’s probably best to get this over and done with. “So, Slade and Damian have a bit of a rivalry with some of the guys on the basketball team from Hunters High.” 
 
    “Wasn’t that the team that they played against the other week?” Ben questions. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s them.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Shay chuckles. “When that unfortunate boy turned blue...” 
 
    I laugh to myself, remembering the look on Slade’s face as he realized what I’d done. I raise my hand and decide that if I’m letting everything out, that I might as well tell it all. “Ah, yeah…guilty. That was me. I turned that unfortunate boy blue.” 
 
    Shay’s mouth drops as her brows raise to her hairline. “Are you kidding me?” she gasps, horrified by my actions. 
 
    “Hey,” I say, more than ready to defend myself. “Slade completely deserved it. He was being an ass and besides, what’s a little blue ink between friends? It’s not like it hurt him.” 
 
    Her eyes bug out of her head as she gives me an impressed grin. “That was Slade?” As I nod, she goes on. “Wow, he’s really grown into a strapping young man. He’s very tall and the shoulders on that boy are impressive.” 
 
    Damn straight they are. She should see what else he’s got going on. 
 
    “Can we stop fawning over the blue boy and get back to how she got assaulted?” Ben demands, looking up at me from the kitchen table where he’s busy cracking eggs over the frypan. 
 
    I groan and sink back into my chair. “Fine. So, we were just chilling at the basketball courts. The boys were screwing around on the court while I was drawing and then the douchebags from Hunters High came and started trouble.” 
 
    “Language,” Shay reprimands. 
 
    I roll my eyes and continue. “Slade and Damian literally did nothing but the other guys were determined to start something. I tried getting between them but one of the other guys called me a slut and suggested he wanted to do something you know...not so good to me. Before I knew it, they were fighting.” 
 
    Shay sucks in a gasp. “What? Did you try to stop them?” 
 
    I cringe again. “Umm, not so much.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Well, I kind of joined in for a bit. He said nasty things and I wasn’t going to let him get away with it. I’m done being disrespected.” 
 
    For the first time this morning, Ben grins wide and seems to actually approve of something I’ve done, but before he can congratulate me for a job well done, Shay cuts him off. “Can we fast forward to the part where the cops got involved?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I laugh to myself. “So, they arrived shortly after and pulled us all apart and because Slade was owning it all and the other guys we’re being little bitches and acting like victims, the cops went for Slade. I tried to stop them and told them that Slade wasn’t to blame but the guy was hellbent on arresting him and grabbed me. He threw me down onto the asphalt and that’s how I cut up my legs, but when I threw my hand down to break my fall, there was a piece of glass and it sliced my hand open.” 
 
    “Shit, Sky,” Ben groans. “You should have come home after that.” 
 
    “I know, but they arrested him and I had to get him out. It wasn’t fair. Those other assholes should have been arrested, not him.” 
 
    “I know,” Shay sighs. “Don’t worry. I’m sure they would have called his parents by now and Daniella would be down there trying to sort this out.” 
 
    “Oh, no need to worry about that. I got him out. A kid got the whole thing recorded and I threatened the cops that if they didn’t let him go, I’d press charges and go to the press about their officer assaulting a minor. That seemed to do the trick.” 
 
    Shay puts her hands at her temples as Ben shakes his head, taking long calming breaths. “Okay, on second thought,” Shay says. “I might just head down to the police station by myself. Maybe you should avoid that place for a little while.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not such a bad idea.” 
 
    The conversation is cut off when Blake comes striding into the kitchen and looks down at me. The second his eyes meet mine, his betrayal comes flying to the front of my mind and nearly cripples me. I love this kid with everything I’ve got but the memory of him announcing to the world that I was raped stings too much to forget. 
 
    In his defense, he was blind drunk and could hardly stand straight. He saw Slade Cruz staring down at me and instantly thought the worst, especially with how he’d been going out of his way to make my life a living hell. But when he saw the tears brimming in my eyes, Blake snapped. He told the world exactly why Slade should back off and just like that, my world crumbled. 
 
    It was only two nights ago and his betrayal stings. 
 
    “You hate me, don’t you?” he murmurs, dropping down at the dining table beside me as Shay and Ben watch us suspiciously from the kitchen counter. 
 
    “Don’t,” I warn him. “I’m not ready to talk about this. Not here, not now.” 
 
    “I fucked up.” 
 
    “You sure as hell did.” 
 
    Blake lets out a strained groan, hating himself for betraying me to the world. “I’m sorry,” he starts when a knock at the door has me flying out of my seat. 
 
    I hurry out of the kitchen faster than lightning, desperate to avoid this shit. I tear the front door open and find none other than Slade Cruz standing before me, his eyes blazing with fury as he stares down at me. 
 
    Well, shit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Guilt pours through me as I stare at the man whose bed I just snuck out of. My morning didn’t exactly go as planned. Discovering Slade's mom was Daniella Pierce, the woman who was raped years ago by the same man I was defiled by was one thing, but also learning that Maria Valentine knew my mom all along and hated her has left me with way too many questions. 
 
    I thought that was all I was going to get out of speaking with Daniella but then she had to go and drop the biggest bomb yet; Slade is Lucien’s son. He got Daniella pregnant when he raped her and now, he knows. At least, she thinks he knows. Though one thing is for sure, Slade certainly doesn’t. 
 
    How am I supposed to face him now knowing this? I can’t lie to him about something so important but it isn’t my place. Daniella needs to find the strength to come clean about the rape to her family and be the one to talk to Slade. All I know is that she needs to do it fast because secrets like this have a way of coming out at the worst possible times. 
 
    Learning that Lucien is his father would absolutely kill Slade. I know I haven’t known him long, but I like to think that I know him enough. He would hate finding out that he shares the same DNA as a man like that. He’d question himself, question who he is, his morals, his goodness. Everything about him would become a lie and I’d hate to see him go through that because no matter what anyone says, no matter what I’ve said, Slade is good people. He has the ability to be absolutely brutal yet despite that, he has a kind heart. 
 
    Slade raises a pissed off brow and despite not even taking a single step, he seems to loom over me. “What the hell did you think you were doing sneaking out of my bed first thing this morning?” 
 
    I gape at Slade as he stands, glaring in my doorway. Damn him, why does he have to look like that first thing in the morning? He’s so tall that I have to crane my neck to see his dark, blazing eyes. His hair is perfectly ruffled from sleep which I don’t really understand as his hair is so shortly cropped that I could hardly grab hold of it last night. But it’s the way he looms over me with that cocky stance that drips with confidence that has my breath catching and the butterflies swarming in my stomach. 
 
    I’m in real trouble here. Real fucking trouble. 
 
    I hate that I want him so bad and even after finally being with him last night, I’m left wanting so much more. Hell, I’m even positive that I might have admitted to being his but that could have been a post-sex fog error of judgment. 
 
    I try to ignore the fact that just looking at him has my body coming alive and focus on the matter at hand. “Would you be quiet?” I hiss, glancing around to make sure Shay, Ben, and Blake haven’t come to investigate, but after that awkwardness with Blake, I’m sure they’re down for giving me a bit of space. “What are you even doing here?” 
 
    “I had plans for today,” he tells me, that glare beginning to seep out of his gaze and being replaced with something a little more devilish, something a little darker, wild, and needy. 
 
    I shake my head. “Nope. Not happening. I’m not your little groupie. You can’t just show up here whenever you want and start demanding things from me. That isn’t how this works.” 
 
    “Really?” his lips pull up into a sly grin and without warning, he reaches over the threshold of the door and pulls me out into the chilly morning. My body is pressed up against the brick wall of my home and within moments, Slade’s warm inviting body is pushing up against mine, crowding my space with every delicious piece of him. 
 
    He leans in so close that his breath tickles my neck and causes all sorts of havoc south of my border. “Please, enlighten me on how this is supposed to work then?” He grips my waist with his strong fingers, making me suck in a tight breath. “Because your body sure seems to want that from me.” 
 
    I find my head tilting, offering my neck up to him like a buffet and just as I had desperately hoped, he takes the bait. Slade’s fingers trail up from my waist to my shoulder and gently pushes my tank out of the way. His lips drop to my shoulder and like a caress, they move along to the base of my neck, sending shivers all over my skin. 
 
    He kisses me there and I find myself succumbing to his wishes and moaning like a hussy on my front doorstep. I place my hands up against his wide chest, preparing myself to push him away but instead of following through, my hands end up roaming over his chest, one finding purchase over his heart while the other creeps up around his neck and pulls him in closer. 
 
    I turn my face into him and he instantly trades my neck for my lips, devouring me like the sweetest treat. “We can’t,” I pant between breaths. 
 
    “To hell with that, Virago,” he says. “We can and I bet that sweet ass of yours that we will.” 
 
    I kiss him again, deepening it as my need starts to control my actions. My hand comes up from his chest, gliding over his throat and to his chin. I force my fingers between our mouths until they’re completely covering his lips and cutting him off. 
 
    “No,” I tell him. “You need to go.” 
 
    “No way in hell,” he says. “If I leave right now, you’re going to start reminding yourself of all the bullshit reasons why we shouldn’t do this. I want you, Skylah and despite everything that you keep telling yourself, you want this too. You belong with me, just as I do with you.” 
 
    I shake my head. I know I’m feeling exactly what he is, but I can’t. The fear grips me. If I give in to this, what do I do when the pain comes back? How am I going to survive when he leaves and I have no one to take away the images in my head? It’s all good now, but what about later? 
 
    “This will never work,” I say, meeting his eyes. “You and me…we’re too different. I’m too stubborn and you’re too much of an ass. One fight and one of us will end up either dead or in prison.” 
 
    He grins wide, his eyes glistening with excitement. “I know, isn’t it exciting?” 
 
    “No,” I scoff. “It’s terrifying.” 
 
    Slade watches me for a second and I see something softening in his eyes and it makes me feel like I have the world at my feet. His lips gently brush over mine in the sweetest caress. “Come on,” he tells me. “Give this a chance. You can’t deny it, you know it’s going to be good. We can start slow if you want.” 
 
    “Slow?” I laugh. “You already got me in bed before you were able to get me to admit anything. I don’t think things go any faster than that.” 
 
    He grins wide, proud of last night’s achievement. “Just imagine all the other things I could get you to do.” 
 
    “Exactly my point. You’re dangerous, Slade Cruz.” 
 
    “Seriously?” he groans. “You’re still on that bullshit? Our little rivalry is over. I’m not going to hurt you anymore. I told you that.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean,” I tell him. “You might not be down for spray painting a dick on my locker or kicking out the leg of my chair during class, but now you have the ability to hurt me in a much deeper way and I don’t know if I can afford to risk that. I’ve already been through enough bullshit, and with the threat of Lucien hovering over our heads, I don’t really think it’d be wise to spend our time shacking up in bed.” 
 
    “We don’t have to do it in bed,” he shrugs. “Right here against the house suits me just fine.” 
 
    “You’re not about to scar my neighbors with your naked ass. Mrs. Johnson across the street would have a heart attack.” 
 
    “Really?” he grumbles, glancing over his shoulder at her home to see the nosey woman in question peering through her curtains. “I think she’d probably want to join. You know, Mr. Johnson isn’t as young as he used to be and I think she’d be a fox in the sack.” 
 
    “Oh good, then why don’t you go over there and screw her instead?” 
 
    He leans in real close, sending those familiar shivers over my skin once again. “Because I bet she’s not as flexible as you are, at least, not anymore.” 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    My head falls back against the house and his lips instantly return to my neck. “Fine,” I groan, hating how easy I must appear. “We can start slow, but one sign of your asshole ways or bullshit and I’m out. I’m not looking to get hurt.” 
 
    “Good,” he murmurs, kissing me again. “But for the record, your bullshit is just as bad as mine, if not worse.” 
 
    “So, you admit it then? I would have won our petty war?” 
 
    “Oh, hell no, Virago,” he laughs. “I was going easy on your ass. Turning me blue and hitching a ride in the back of my Dodge are nothing.” 
 
    My eyes bug out. “You knew we were in there?” 
 
    He grins wide. “Why do you think I was going over those speed bumps so fast. Damian though, he fucking copped it for helping you two get away.” 
 
    I bite down on my bottom lip, looking up at him through my lashes, loving the way he makes my heart race with need and so much more. This connection between us has become everything to me and to lose it would be devastating, but to see it through only to get my heart broken later on…well, I don’t know if I’d survive. 
 
    “You really need to sort Damian out. I’m starting to think he likes me more than you.” 
 
    Slade’s eyes narrow as his hands wind down my arms until his fingers are lacing through mine. “I know,” he mutters darkly. “Believe me, that dick won’t be getting away with it, not if I have anything to do with it.” 
 
    “Don’t be too hard on him. I quite enjoy having someone around to help get me off when you can’t quite do the job by yourself.” 
 
    His jaw drops and presses into me again, his eyes becoming impossibly darker. “Take that back.” I shake my head and he looks at me completely horrified. “Trust me, babe. Had he not been there that night, this thing between you and me would have started days ago.” 
 
    “I’m not your ‘babe,” I remind him. “And believe me, had he not been there, I would have run out of there like my ass was on fire.” 
 
    “You are my ‘babe’ and might I remind you that you did run out of there like your ass was on fire.” 
 
    “Yeah, because I found out that you’re a shady asshole.” 
 
    Slade rolls his eyes, clearly having nothing to throw back at me, declaring me the winner of this mini-war. “Come on,” he tells me, grabbing my waist and throwing me over his shoulder. He spanks my ass and my insides clench. “Let this shady asshole take you out.” 
 
    “What? No,” I laugh as he welcomes himself into my home and past the kitchen, making Shay, Ben, and Blake all gape in surprise. “Put me down.” 
 
    “No way. If I put you down, you’ll run.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and go along for the ride. He walks down to my room as though he has my home completely mapped out inside his head when it occurs to me that he actually does. He’s no stranger to my home and he made that known the night he snuck in here and dragged me out of bed. 
 
    He pushes through to my room and throws me down on my bed before having a good look around. Last time it was the middle of the night so I was able to keep some parts of my home life to myself, until now. 
 
    His eyes come back to me as I sit on my bed, not moving. “What are you doing? Get dressed. I want to go out.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We’ll work it out when we get there.” 
 
    I groan and pull myself off my bed then head over to my closet. I pull open my underwear drawer and start pulling things out. With a nice pair of panties and a new bra between my fingers, I go to close the drawer when Slade’s hand comes down, stopping me. “What’s this?” he questions, making my eyes bug out of my head. 
 
    How could I have been so stupid? 
 
    His hand dives down into my underwear drawer and anyone else would assume he’s some kind of pervert wanting to get a look at my panties, but I know what he’s really here for. 
 
    He finds the stack of drawings hidden under my bras and tears them out, gawking as he realizes they’re mostly all of him. 
 
    I scram, more than ready to avoid this topic of conversation that he’s no doubt going to question me about. “I have to shower,” I yell, racing out of my room and leaving him with the drawings that have kept me company every moment since starting at Aston Creek High. 
 
    I glance back over my shoulder as I break through the door to see that he hardly heard me speak as he’s too busy flipping through the drawings. There was one of him with Damian from my first day of school making their way down the corridor toward me. There’s one of him that same night out in the darkness as he told me to leave. One of his body tinged with my blue calligraphy ink, and one of him holding me tight against the wall of this very room with my knife held firmly against his throat. 
 
    The drawings go on, some completed and some only just started, but judging by the sheer number of drawings compared to the few weeks I’ve been here, it’s damn clear what’s been on my mind. Hell, I don’t doubt that come tonight, after I finish drawing the memory of his mother telling me that Slade is Lucien’s son, I’ll be drawing something from our night together, making sure to capture the intensity of his eyes as he looked at me, something I don’t ever want to forget because I know that in my lifetime, I’ll never have a man look at me like that again. 
 
    Not being able to handle the emotions rushing through my body, I scram for the bathroom. 
 
    I stand under a hot shower, scrubbing my nightly activities away, though realizing that it’s probably pointless, something tells me that I’ll be doing it all over again today. 
 
    I wash my hair, wasting time as I try to gather my thoughts and when the water begins to run cold, I realize that it’s time to face the music. 
 
    Slade and I are doing this. It might take a little while to get used to and it might just be the scariest thing that I’ll ever do, but from here on out, I’m his girl. 
 
    After quickly getting dressed, I run the hairbrush through my hair and get my makeup sorted. I hate leaving the house without it. Not because I have any self-esteem issues or something to cover up, but simply because I like it. I like the way it makes me feel, I like the way it makes me look, and I love the way that to me, it’s another form of art that I get to indulge in. 
 
    Making my way out of the bathroom, I duck into my room to throw my clothes in my laundry hamper only to find my room empty and the sound of a basketball bouncing against the driveway out front. 
 
    I turn on my heel and as I stalk out of my room, I find the drawings on my desk, each of them displayed proudly instead of being hidden in my underwear drawer. It also doesn’t go unnoticed that each of them has been placed into chronological order, making me grin like an absolute fool. He was paying close attention, proving that I wasn’t just a nobody to him. All along, I meant something more and that thought thrills me. 
 
    I make my way out to the front door, passing a very smug Shay and a very grouchy Ben. I do my best to ignore them and make my way out front, sliding my phone into the back pocket of my jeans, realizing that I probably won’t be home until late tonight. 
 
    Slade launches the ball high above his head as Blake does his best to block him. The ball sails in a perfect arc towards the hoop and despite how good Blake is, he’s still got a bit to learn, all of which he can learn from Slade. The ball drops through the hoop and Blake stretches out his long arm to collect it. 
 
    The ball is propped on his hip as both boys turn to look at me. Devastation, regret, and guilt play in Blake’s while there’s nothing but excitement in Slade’s. “Catch ya ‘round, man,” Slade says, striding toward me with the devil in his eyes. 
 
    He takes hold of my waist and pulls me into his side, being respectable enough not to kiss me in front of my brother despite my gut telling me that he’s desperate to lay one on me. 
 
    “Figured out what we’re doing yet?” I grumble as Blake stares at us in confusion, wondering why I’m allowing his hands on my body and why we’re not at each other’s throat. 
 
    “Nope,” he says, turning his face into my neck. “But I know where we’re going to end up.” 
 
    My cheeks flame and I try to control my need to throw myself at him by heading for his truck, only there’s nothing parked out front. “How are we going to go anywhere without your truck?” 
 
    “Chill out, it’s at my place. We just have to go and get it.” 
 
    I gape at him. “You walked here?” 
 
    A smug grin crosses his face as he pulls me along. “Yeah, well someone subtly accused me of being a lazy ass by offering to drive her home last night.” 
 
    The memory from last night comes shooting back to where I teased him about hitting the jackpot for having a man who would go to such extraordinary lengths to drive me twenty seconds up the street. “Well that someone would be right,” I laugh. “After all, you only live a few houses up the street.” 
 
    “Fifteen, Skylah. Fifteen houses. I counted this morning.” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be some super-fit basketball star? A two-minute walk is hardly going to kill you.” 
 
    He shakes his head, trying his hardest not to laugh. “Jesus,” he murmurs under his breath, pulling me in closer. “You and me…this is going to be interesting.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    I sit beside Damian as we wait for Mr. Carver to get started on today’s biology lesson. We’re so close to the end of the day. We just have to get through an hour of biology and then I have an hour of history and it’s all done. 
 
    If only time could speed up. It’s been a bit of a slow day, but in saying that, it’s also been one of the best days I’ve had since being here. 
 
    I was so worried things would go right back to the way they were at school between Slade and me as if our perfect weekend had all been a dream. But by some strange miracle, I had his undivided attention. Unfortunately, that meant I also had the undivided attention of the rest of the school as well. 
 
    I’m so used to being the topic of conversation that it hardly bothers me anymore. At least this time it’s not about my past or something that I should be ashamed of. The speculation over whether I screwed Slade or not is really nothing new. 
 
    Damian’s elbow comes shooting into my rib as he grins at me with his boyish smirk and bouncing brows. “Did you seal the deal?” 
 
    My mouth drops open and for a moment I wonder if he’s forgotten who I am and that I’m not one of his boys, but then I remember his declaration to be my new BFF. “Seal the deal with what?” I say, smiling innocently as though I don’t have the slightest clue what he’s talking about. 
 
    “Nah,” he says, shaking his head. “Don’t play the ‘I’m too sweet and innocent to know what you’re talking about’ bullshit. You’re too nasty for that to work. You got jiggy with him, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be talking to him about this?” I question, raising a brow suspiciously. 
 
    “Well I would, but someone went and told the dude that I like you more and when I asked, he told me to go and talk to my new best friend.” 
 
    I press my lips into a hard line, forcing myself not to smile. “Damn, that sounds like a real shame. I wonder who would have said something like that.” His eyes narrow at me and my control breaks. A wide grin spreads across my face and he rolls his eyes. “To be fair,” I tell him. “It’s your fault. You’re the one who barged into my place on Saturday to watch the game, declaring that you’re filling the role of my best friend.” 
 
    He groans. “I knew that was going to bite me on the ass,” he mutters low. “But still, I stand by my claim. Consider us now tied at the hip. I’ll get one of Slade’s little sisters to make us friendship bracelets, but I swear, Skylah, if you ever take it off, we’re done.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasp. “What have I gotten myself into? You’re one of those stage-five clingers, aren’t you? I’m going to be with Slade one day and find you peeking through the window.” 
 
    “Hold up,” he says, waving his hand around. “I’m no clinger, I’m just passionate and for the record, if I were ever watching your dirty asses through the window, it’ll be to give my boy some pointers.” 
 
    “Trust me, Slade doesn’t need any pointers.” 
 
    “UH-HUH,” he cheers, loud enough to get the whole classroom’s attention. “So, you did fuck him.” 
 
    Aw, shit. 
 
    My eyes close and take a calming breath as the laughter, whispers, and gasps are echoed around the room. The second I open my eyes and let the class see exactly how unimpressed I am by their noise, they instantly shut the fuck up while Damian laughs, loving nothing more than messing with me. 
 
    Mr. Carver uses the room’s silence to start his lesson and I glance around. “Where’s Slade? Isn’t he in this class?” I question, lowering my voice to a whisper. After all, Mr. Carver and I didn’t start on a good foot considering I attempted to start a brawl in his classroom two weeks ago. We’re still mending that bridge and I don’t want to do anything to fuck that up. 
 
    “Just watch,” Damian murmurs. “He’ll walk through that door in about thirty seconds. You’re not the only one who’s had run-ins with Carver. He’s made Slade’s life hell since the beginning of time because of his position in the school. Something about demanding the respect of Slade means the rest of the student body should follow. If he wasn't getting near-perfect grades and bringing the class average up, Carver would have kicked him out ages ago.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit. He can’t do that.” 
 
    Damian shrugs. “Yeah, well Slade kind of deserves it now. After Carver was an ass to him for so long, Slade took it into his own hands and now he does everything he can to get under his skin.” 
 
    Just as those last few words pass Damian’s lips, the door swings wide, making sure to slam against the wall of the classroom, making everyone but me and Damian jump. 
 
    A wicked grin spreads over my face as Slade saunters into the classroom, not a care in the world. His eyes come to mine but as Carver growls low in his chest, his eyes are shot across the room. “Find your seat,” Mr. Carver demands. “The next time you walk into my classroom after the warning bell, you’ll be rewarded with a lunchtime detention every day for the rest of your senior year.” 
 
    Slade scoffs. Everyone knows his threat has no merit. The most damage Carver can do is give him either three lunchtime detentions or an after school one, and let’s be honest, Slade doesn’t seem like the kind of guy to attend any type of detention. 
 
    His eyes swivel back to me with a grin as he starts making his way toward me. One step, then another. It won’t be long until his hands are on me and I know I only just saw him during lunch but this craving inside of me has been building ever since. 
 
    What is going on here? I’ve become desperate for him. Before I looked at him as my drug to forget the world and I was terrified that if I wasn’t hating him and didn’t have that intense adrenalin running through my veins, I’d lose it, but it’s only gotten better. He still takes away the pain and he sure as hell keeps my mind occupied. The only time I think of Lucien is when someone brings it up. Now when I’m reminded of my mom, I see her smiling face, not the blood splattered across the floor. 
 
    I don’t even know if he realizes it, but Slade Cruz is healing me. He’s taking away all the bullshit and replacing it with butterflies, laughter, and joy. 
 
    He gets halfway down the row of desks when a scrawny kid raises his hand for a high-five as he passes. Slade scrunches his face and scoffs. High-fives aren’t exactly his thing. The only time I’ve ever seen him do it is during one of his basketball games when a team member scores and raises their hand to instigate it. Only then will Slade follow through and raise his hand and it’s purely out of support for his team. 
 
    This guy though, he doesn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Slade goes to walk right past him when the idiot stupidly opens his mouth. “Heard you nailed the new chick,” he congratulates as though I’m not sitting right behind him. “Was she good? Fucking wild, I bet.” 
 
    My jaw clenches at the same time that Slade slams his palm down on the kid’s desk. The sound echoes through the room, ten times louder than when Slade had swung the door open. All eyes snap in their direction and even Damian is sitting up a little straighter. “The fuck did you just say?” 
 
    The kid jumps and his eyes flick around, desperate for help. This really isn’t going down the way he had hoped but I really couldn’t give a shit. I made a promise to myself that I was through with people disrespecting me and if Slade hadn’t gotten to him first, it would have been me putting that dick in his place. 
 
    Slade bears down on him, impatient for his answer. “I, um…” 
 
    “Ten bucks he pisses his pants,” Damian murmurs in my ear. 
 
    “You what?” Slade roars, making everyone in the room jump including Mr. Carver. Me though, I seemed to be oddly turned on. 
 
    “CRUZ,” Carver yells. 
 
    “She…well, you…I thought you hated her and Damian just told the whole class that you fucked her and well…” 
 
    Slade’s eyes slice to Damian, making him swallow but as he glares back down at the kid, it’s clear that is something that will be discussed later, for now, Slade’s more than happy to deal with this guy. 
 
    Damian grumbles again, getting his affairs in order. “Well, it was nice knowing you.” 
 
    I laugh under my breath as the kid stupidly continues. “You hate her, right? You just fucked her to teach her a lesson, am I right? You were just making a point that you can get to her. And well, look at her,” Slade’s eyes cut to mine and there’s nothing but heat making me lick my lips and clench my thighs. I could watch this all day. “She looks like she’d be a demon between the sheets.” 
 
    Slade narrows his eyes and leans in a little closer, making the guy shrink down in his chair. “Did you just disrespect my girl?” 
 
    The kid blanches. “Your girl?” 
 
    “My fucking girl.” 
 
    Damn, that sounds good on his lips. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” he says, his eyes beginning to water. “I…I…I’m sorry. If I knew you were with her, I never would have-” 
 
    “Disrespected her?” Slade throws out. “Let me get this right…” 
 
    Mr. Carver bellows out his name. “SLADE. GET OUT OF MY CLASSROOM.” 
 
    Slade glances up but doesn’t move an inch. “Hold on a second,” he says sweetly. “I’m just trying to teach this little prick a lesson about being disrespectful to women. That’s what we do at school, right? We learn. I mean, unless you have an issue with the message I’m trying to get across?” 
 
    Carver’s jaw clenches and Slade doesn’t waste a second before dropping his gaze back to the kid. “So, because you assumed that I didn’t like her, that makes it okay to disrespect her? To sexualize her, treat her as though she’s fucking invisible when she’s sitting right the fuck behind you?” 
 
    “But…but you treat her like that.” 
 
    “I’ve never treated her as though she’s invisible. I’ve never talked about what she’d be like in bed to anyone except to her, with her heart racing and her adrenalin pumping because she fucking loves and craves it. But you,” he spits, looking up and down his pathetic excuse of a body. “You think she likes this? Do you think hearing the bullshit that just came out of your mouth is going to get her hot? Do you think that bullshit would make her palms sweat and crave more? Fuck, no. If she wasn’t so fucking strong, if this was some other chick you were talking about, she’d be running out of here in tears wondering what the fuck she’ done to deserve that. Let this be a warning to you, don’t ever speak about my girl again, don’t fucking look at her, don’t fucking think about her, don’t even fucking breathe around her or you’re done. Got me?” 
 
    He swallows back, his whole body shaking as he violently nods his head while the girls in the room swoon over how he didn’t just speak up for me, but for all of us. 
 
    Slade pushes off his desk and turns his heated gaze on me. He starts making his way toward me and the second he moves away from the kid, Carver nods toward the door. The kid takes off like a bat out of hell straight through the door. From the direction that he’s running, I don’t doubt he’s heading for the front gates desperate to get as far away from Slade Cruz as possible. 
 
    As Slade gets closer, Damian gets up with a guilty as shit expression and walks around to the vacated seat in front of us. I press my lips into a tight line, still learning so much about the dynamics between Slade and Damian. Right now, Slade is too important to spend time thinking about their friendship. 
 
    He leans down and brushes his lips over mine. “Are you alright?” 
 
    His worry has my heart thumping so damn loud that I swear he can hear it. “You know,” I whisper, wondering how he has such an overwhelming effect on me. “That was the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen and just for that, I think I might just show you how fucking wild I can be.” 
 
    He groans low and closes his eyes as the need takes over him. He drops back into Damian’s vacated seat and within seconds, his hand is on my thigh and the class is turning their attention back to Carver. 
 
    We somehow get through the rest of biology and when the bell indicating the end of class sounds, I start packing up my things while Slade sits on the desk, waiting. “What have you got next?” 
 
    I scrunch my face. “History.” 
 
    “You’re not a fan of history?” 
 
    I shake my head as I get up and start making my way toward the door. “Not in the least. It does my head in. I have trouble remembering timelines and dates. It all just blurs together. I’m probably the only person on the planet to get the dates of World War I and World War II mixed up.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    I groan. “I mean, it only happened once and it was a bad week for me.” 
 
    Slade shakes his head while trying not to laugh. He throws his arm over my shoulder and I’m instantly reminded of our day together yesterday. We fucked around, doing absolutely nothing. He took me out and we were halfway to seeing a movie when I reconsidered and told him that if we were going to watch a movie, I’d prefer to do it at his place where we could fool around without the eyes of other people on us. I’ve never seen anyone turn around so fast. 
 
    It was a great day. He made me lunch, we laughed, and what’s more, I didn’t once think about wanting to push him away. It was incredible. 
 
    “I’ll walk you,” Slade says, bringing me back to the present. I smile up at him and as his hand drops from around my shoulder and finds my ass, I’m reminded of the way I’ve had to clench my thighs for the past hour. There’s still another hour of school and I’m pretty sure he has basketball training after that. What am I going to do? I don’t think I can wait that long. 
 
    My brows pinch as the disappointment shoots through me. I’m going to have to wait until I get home and sort it out myself. “What’s wrong?” Slade questions, seeing the strain on my features. 
 
    My eyes meet his and the words come shooting out before I even realize what I’m saying. “Want to fuck?” 
 
    He grins. His eyes darken and before I’m able to get another word out, he tears open the door of a supply closet and pushes me in. My ass is grabbed and I’m placed upon a shelf as he steps in between my legs and crushes his lips to mine. 
 
    Oh, holy hell, yes. This is exactly what I’ve been needing. 
 
    The door is locked as I grab his belt buckle and start diving for the goods. Slade tears me out of my jeans, neither of us worrying about losing our shirts. We have about five minutes until we’re classified as late for our next classes, so this is going to be quick. Real fucking quick. 
 
    He pulls a condom out as I fling my panties off my legs and open wide. He gets himself sheathed and by the time I reach for him, he’s ready to go. 
 
    He buries himself deep inside me and I cry out as my hands fly around his back. My fingers dig in and I’m pretty damn sure that I’m going to leave ten little half-moons on his back from my nails but right now, neither of us could possibly care less. 
 
    He works my body hard and fast and I clench my eyes, feeling my orgasm creeping up on me. 
 
    “That’s right, Virago,” he says through his teeth. “Give it to me.” 
 
    I groan, dropping my head to his shoulder and biting down on his skin to stop myself from screaming out. I don’t think I’ve ever felt something so quick and intense in my life. 
 
    We both come and he instantly collapses against me. “Holy fuck, babe,” he pants, trying to catch his breath as I wonder if I’m even still alive. “Where the hell did you come from?” 
 
    I smile against him and he’s quick to crush his lips against mine. “Come on,” he says with a laugh. “I think we have about thirty seconds to get to class.” 
 
    “Shit,” I laugh, jumping down from the shelf and grabbing my clothes. Slade deals with his used condom and tucks himself back inside his jeans while I work on pulling these damn tight jeans back up my legs. 
 
    I get presentable and Slade opens the door, leading me out with a hand at my back. I grin up at him until I sense a pair of disapproving eyes, zoning in on us. I look round and it takes me all of three seconds to find Rachel Carter. 
 
    Her eyes narrow and she turns up her nose, instantly putting me on edge. I really don’t like that girl. She’s trouble, but the worst kind because she comes with a sickly-sweet smile. Except for right now of course. 
 
    I ignore her and turn back to Slade, letting him pull me along before we both end up with detentions that neither of us has the intention of attending. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    I walk out of history class and start making my way out of the school. I'm thinking that it’s going to be a boring as batshit kind of afternoon until Slade grabbed my hand and started pulling me along towards the parking lot. I realize as I'm struggling to keep up, maybe my afternoon won't be so bad after all. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I laugh as he rushes past the students trying to make their way out of here. 
 
    “Come on,” he calls, looking like an excited kid in a candy store. “We’ve got to do this quick.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    He grins wickedly as he looks back at me. “You didn’t think I’d let Damian get away with outing you like that in the middle of biology, did you?” 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no, no,” I say, putting on the brakes. “What are you doing? If you’re about to get into some ridiculous prank war with him, then I’m out. I don’t want anything to do with that.” 
 
    “Come on,” he groans, pulling on my hand again, but the grin on his face tells me that I’m right and that I really don’t want anything to do with this. “I have to do this before training otherwise coach will have my ass and I’ll be doing suicides all fucking afternoon.” 
 
    How am I supposed to say no to him? 
 
    “Damn it, Cruz,” I grumble, letting him pull me along again. 
 
    We get down to the parking lot and Slade goes over to his Dodge RAM before digging through the back and pulling out a jack. “What the hell do you need that for?” 
 
    Slade doesn’t respond, just grins up at me and laughs to himself as he grabs a few tools. He hands them over while he fiddles with the jack and starts heading over to Damian’s Mustang. 
 
    “You’re not fucking with his car, are you?” I question in horror, glancing over the old Mustang. Damian absolutely loves his car and if Slade is going to stoop that low, then I don’t doubt this is going to turn into something that I don’t want to be a part of, but damn, it would be so much fun. I’m sure being at war with Damian isn’t going to be easy. He’ll be the kind to commit 100%. He’d be absolutely brutal, but then, so would Slade. 
 
    Damn, this is going to be interesting. 
 
    Slade drops down at Damian’s rear tire and starts setting up the jack. I watch in awe. I’ve never been one to know anything about cars but Slade seems to know exactly what he’s doing and to be honest, it’s kind of sexy that he’s such a man’s man. 
 
    Within moments, he has the car jacked-up and I’m passing him some sort of tool that helps loosen the bolts to remove the tire. I’m left shaking my head with every move he makes, but as he looks back up at me with a grin, I can’t help but grin right back. 
 
    The tire comes off a shitload easier than I ever imagined and just when I think that’s the end of his payback, Slade starts rolling the tire towards a tree. “No,” I gasp as Slade starts climbing the tree. 
 
    “Yes,” he tells me, sitting up in the branches. “Now, you’re probably not going to like this, but I’m going to need you to pass that up to me.” 
 
    “What?” I shriek, staring down at the tire in horror. How the hell am I supposed to lift that? 
 
    I glance back up at Slade to see him watching me with that same cocky grin only this time, it makes me want to slap it off his face. I let out a heavy sigh and push my sleeves up my arms, knowing they’re about to get destroyed. 
 
    I grab hold of the stupid tire and groan. It’s fucking heavy and the only way I’m able to get it up to Slade is by pressing it against the tree with my stomach and rolling it up there. 
 
    He holds back a laugh and I glare as he takes his sweet ass time taking it off me. He plucks it out of my hands as though it’s nothing and positions it in between the branches. Slade shuffles around in the tree and just when I think he’s done, he pulls a tube of honey from his back pocket and begins slathering it all over the tire. 
 
    When he’s done, he looks back at his handiwork with a proud smile and then drops down to the ground with ease. Slade pulls his shirt over his head and wipes the honey off onto it as he walks back over to his truck. 
 
    After rifling through his back seat, he emerges with his basketball jersey and pulls it over his head. “I’d slam you up against my truck and kiss you goodbye but this fucking honey didn’t really come off my hands.” 
 
    “No shit,” I laugh. “I could have told you that.” 
 
    He leans in and brushes his lips over mine anyway but thankfully keeps his hands to himself. “Come to practice with me?” 
 
    “Nah,” I tell him, shaking my head. “I’m going to head home and get through my homework so I can binge on old ‘Friends’ reruns.” 
 
    “Aright,” he says, walking backward. His eyes travel up and down my body and my skin instantly burns from his gaze. He winks and everything melts within me. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    With that, he spins on his heel and takes off at a jog, knowing damn well that he’s going to be late for training. I laugh at his retreating figure and knowing just how much homework I have to get through, I start heading for the exit. 
 
    I walk home, hating this whole not having a car thing but I can’t deny that the alone time isn’t so bad. I used to avoid being alone. I hated the idea of wild thoughts entering my mind because I always knew where those thoughts would take me, but now, I don’t hate it quite so much. Hell, I even kind of like it. It’s soothing, relaxing, and has me feeling somewhat at ease. 
 
    I get home to an empty house, but I’m not surprised. It’s always like this after school. Blake trains nearly every afternoon, Ben works a nine to five job and never gets home until late afternoon, and Shay has been stopping by the gym on her way home from work as I kind of took over her home gym. 
 
    I head into my room and get started on my homework but find myself glancing at my art project. I really need to get that done and despite how badly my fingers are twitching to pick up my pencils, I force myself to get everything else done first. If I start on my art, I’ll lose track of time and before I know it, it’ll be the middle of the night and nothing else would have gotten done. 
 
    I pull everything out and thankfully get through it all within an hour and a half, leaving me plenty of time to get into this art project. 
 
    Just as I had thought, my pencil glides across the paper and the next thing I know, I hear Blake pushing through the door but when high-pitched laughter follows his grumbling, I find myself pushing out of my desk chair. 
 
    I hate the way things are with Blake right now. We’ve never had days on end where we haven’t spoken, but then, we also haven’t had a time where he’s told the whole fucking school that I was raped. 
 
    I let out a sigh. I know this has been killing him but I’m tired of holding onto the bad. Deep down, I know he was doing what he thought was best at the time. He was trying to protect me and had he not been drunk because I told everyone about our fucked-up past, then it wouldn’t have happened in the first place. 
 
    I make my way up the hall, groaning as I hear some random girl welcoming herself into my home. Coming out into the living room, I find Blake dropping down on the couch and Kathleen Harris attempting to straddle him. 
 
    For fuck’s sake. I should have known it would be her. What is it with this kid and this girl? 
 
    She pulls her shirt up over her head and leans in to kiss Blake as his hands drop to her ass. So, I do what any responsible big sister would do and grab a cushion off the end of the opposite couch and launch it at the skank’s head. 
 
    I watch with bated breath as it travels across the sky in a perfect arc that Slade would be proud of and comes crashing down, right in the back of Kathleen’s head. “Fuck, yeah,” I cheer, pumping my fist into the sky as I find Blake’s eyes on me. “Did you see that aim. Fucking perfect. I should join your team I’m that fucking good.” 
 
    Kathleen’s head whips around and she narrows her eyes as a ferocious snarl comes tearing out of her. “What’s your fucking problem, bitch?” 
 
    I go to respond but Blake’s carefree sigh cuts me off. “How is it possible that you catch me every fucking time I’m about to get my rocks off?” 
 
    “It must be a sixth sense,” I tell him. “I seem to be able to tell when some cheap whore is trying to screw you over. I don’t know,” I add. “It must be the desperation I can smell in the air.” 
 
    Kathleen clambers off Blake’s lap and he groans, stealing the discarded cushion and slamming it down over his groin, covering his bits so I’m not scarred by seeing what he’s working with. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? You’re the desperate whore around here. We all know you’ve been fucking Slade Cruz.” She glares down at my brother. “Are you just going to let her talk about me like that?” 
 
    Blake shrugs his shoulders, really not giving a shit about this girl. “I mean, this is her home too. She can do whatever the fuck she wants in it, but you…you can’t, and calling my sister a whore, after knowing what you already know about her, is fucking wrong. And for the record, she’s not just fucking Slade, they’re together, so really, she’s not a whore at all. You’re the one giving it away for free.” 
 
    Kathleen’s eyes go wide and she stomps her foot on the floor, making her tits jiggle around as they spill out of her bra. She lets out a loud huff, snatches her shirt off the couch, and rips it over her head. Blake smirks, watching the show and a second later, she flies out the door. 
 
    “So,” he questions slowly. “I’m assuming you’re talking to me now?” 
 
    I press my lips into a firm line, studying the kid that I love so goddamn much. “Not exactly,” I tell him, striding across the house until I reach his training bag. I scoop the basketball off the top and walk toward the front door. “I’m going to allow you the chance to beg on your knees for forgiveness while also playing HORSE because I need to practice my shots if I’m ever going to have a chance of beating Slade one day.” 
 
    Blake scoffs before meeting my eyes. “That’s really a thing now? You and Slade?” 
 
    I shrug, glancing away. “I guess…I mean, it’s super new and it just kind of happened. Actually, I don’t think I really understand how it happened but it did and it’s kind of growing on me.” 
 
    “You realize how fucked up that is, right? One minute you’re at each other’s throat and the next, he’s walking through here with you thrown over his shoulder. Do I need to give you the safe sex and ‘no kids before you’re eighty’ speech?” 
 
    I raised an unimpressed brow. “You want to talk to me about what’s fucked up because I have a list and your big mouth is right at the top of it.” 
 
    Blake hangs his head and lets out a deep sigh. He glances back up. “You know how sorry I am about that,” he says, getting up off the couch and walking towards me. He takes the ball from my hand and gives me big puppy dog eyes, desperate to win me over. “I never intended to hurt you, Sky. You know that. I thought he was trying to get under your skin and I saw the tears. I just snapped. I want to protect you so badly and he just…are you really sure about dating that guy?” 
 
    “Blake.” 
 
    “Fine,” he says with a roll of his eyes before focusing back on mine. “Will you forgive me? I’ll beg on my knees if you really want me to.” 
 
    I consider it a moment before stealing the ball right back from his hands and tossing it to the floor. I pull him into a tight hug and he instantly wraps his warm arms around me. “I’ll forgive you on one condition.” 
 
    “Fuck me,” he says under his breath. “Go on. Hit me with it.” 
 
    I grin, pulling back to make sure I can see his face. “Every time you address me for the next week, you must call me ‘Your Majesty’ and give me one of those big sweeping bows, no matter where we are; at school, at home, during a game.” Blake groans and I continue. “Oh, and for the record, ‘My Queen’ and ‘Your Royal Highness’ are also acceptable, in fact, they’re encouraged.” 
 
    Blake stares, his mouth open and eyes unblinking. “You’re shitting me, right? I can’t be bowing to you like that during a game.” 
 
    I suck in a breath through my teeth. “Damn, that’s no good. I guess we have no deal.” 
 
    “Shit,” he grunts to himself while scooping up the ball. His gaze falls back to mine with irritation shining brightly. “Fine. I’ll call you ‘Your Majesty’ and bow like a fucking idiot.” 
 
    “Even during your game?” 
 
    “Yes. Even during the game.” 
 
    “Good,” I grin wide, stealing the ball right out of his hands and spinning on my heel. I reach for the door handle and look back over my shoulder. “You know I’m going to kick your ass, right? Did you see my aim with Kathleen’s big head? I’m on fire.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes but nonetheless follows me out the door, knowing just as well as I do that I have absolutely no chance in hell of beating him. The only way I’d ever beat him is if his arms were tied behind his back and he was blindfolded. Same goes for Slade, I guess. The two of them are so ridiculously good. I can’t wait to see how far they go. 
 
    I walk out the door with Blake on my heels and as we step out into the fresh air, the ball is instantly bounced, just like any time Blake has a ball in his hand. “You’ll never guess what happened,” he comments, walking out to the drive to where Ben had set up a hoop for Blake after we moved in.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Someone fucked with Damian’s car while we were at training. You should have seen him. He fucking lost it.” 
 
    “No shit,” I laugh as Blake starts dribbling the ball and shooting it through the hoop. “What’d they do to his car?” 
 
    “They took one of his rear tires,” Blake laughs as a familiar Dodge RAM comes barreling up the street. “You should have seen it. It was fucking hilarious, but whoever did it better watch out. I don’t think Damian is the kind to sit back and let that shit slide.” 
 
    “No,” I laugh, watching the truck drive past to find a winking driver who makes everything deep inside of me clench with desire. “I’m counting on it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    I walk up the stairs of the near crowded bleachers on Thursday afternoon with excitement pulsing through my veins. Being here for sweet, sweet revenge and being here as Slade’s girlfriend are two very different things. 
 
    The whole school has shown up to support our team and while I’ve never been one of those preppy girls filled with school spirit, I feel that today I could be. Just give me some of those pompoms and I’ll be down there shaking my ass for their captain. 
 
    I don’t know what it is about basketball but there’s something so damn sexy about it. Don’t get me wrong, when I watch Blake screwing around with the ball, it just looks like some kid trying to show off and succeeding, but watching Slade move his body along the court and take control of that ball as though he could physically command it is something I’ll never tire of. Even just walking up and down the school corridors, if he has a ball in his hand, it’s bouncing and he looks damn fine doing it. Jesus, and don’t get me started on the way he so effortlessly bounces it through his legs. I’ve attempted it once and ended up getting a basketball to my pussy and to be completely honest, it wasn’t a great feeling. 
 
    I get myself comfortable in a near-empty row, knowing that by the time the game starts in twenty minutes, it will be completely packed. 
 
    Aston Creek has a soft spot for their athletes. They’ve always been put up on a pedestal and considering the way Slade plays and how he keeps his team undefeated, it’s pretty clear why. But it’s not just the basketball team. It’s the football team, the swim team, the wrestlers and the girls’ volleyball. So, no matter what, there’s always some sort of event or game going on and the school loves it. It’s even better for me as it means that the cheerleaders are always kept busy, but a busy cheer team means extra hours of practice, and extra practice means that they’re damn good and being damn good means that they’re egotistical bitches. Though, egotistical bitches who don’t have time to get to me. 
 
    Despite how the cheer team somehow manages to suck the life out of me, I find myself watching them. They really are good and the preppy Rachel in front knows it. Their school spirit seems to impossibly triple as the opposing team makes their way through the door and I find myself watching them, purely out of having nothing else to do. 
 
    These guys seem alright. They’re not strutting, there are no cocky grins on their faces, and there’s no over-the-top show of force filing in with them. They’re simply here to do their job. These are the kinds of teams I like. Tonight won’t be a shit show between Slade and the opposing captain, it’ll just be a bunch of boys working their asses off and trying their damn best to win it for their team. 
 
    These are the games I like. Despite how thrilling it is to watch bullshit go down on the court, it’s nice to have a game where it’s simply about playing the sport they love, and when they love it, it shows. 
 
    The opposing team makes their way to their seats and starts stripping off their sweats and jackets and jumps straight into warm-ups. I watch them move but with no real action happening, boredom starts to claim me. 
 
    I’m about ready to pull out my phone to keep occupied when a shadow falls to my side. I look over to find Nessa squeezing her way down the row with her eyes on me. She gives me a tight, awkward smile that puts me on edge. 
 
    What the hell does she want? The last time we spoke, she was apologizing for making horrendous comments. She showed she was being the bigger person by coming to me and I respect her for it, but apart from that, there’s no reason for her to be coming my way. 
 
    My eyes narrow and she laughs. “Chill out,” she says, dropping down into the seat beside me. She leans back and props her foot upon the empty seat in front. “I just came to talk.” 
 
    “Talk?” I grumble. “About what?” 
 
    “About how there are no hard feelings where it comes to Slade.” I raise my brow in disbelief and she laughs. “No seriously. During that whole catfight bullshit, you pointed out just how much he doesn’t care and that kind of hit hard. I didn’t want to believe it at the time, but you were right. He really didn’t care. I must have looked like such a fucking loser fawning over him for so long.” 
 
    I nod, completely agreeing with her last comment. “I don’t understand why you’re telling me this.” 
 
    “Because I’m turning over a new leaf. I’m done always having bullshit drama in my life and that means that I need to clear the air with you. I just want to get through high school and get out of here and if letting you know that I’m not going to be a problem for you anymore is going to make that easier, then that’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    “You mean that? You’re really not going to cause any more trouble?” 
 
    “Look, I’m not going to lie, seeing you with Slade over the last few days hasn’t exactly been easy but I see the way he looks at you. He never looked at me like that and I realized that I’m jealous. I want someone to look at me like that. I want that whole true love butterflies bullshit that comes along with finding someone who really cares about you.” 
 
    “Woah…I’m not in love with him.” 
 
    “Right,” she says under her breath. “All I’m saying is that I’m moving on. Me and Slade had fun together and now he’s found someone he really wants and deep…deep down I think I can be happy for him.” 
 
    I nod, looking at this girl as though she’s a complete stranger. “Wow, I’m impressed,” I tell her. “So, what are you going to do now?” 
 
    A wicked grin pulls at the corners of her lips. “Me?” she laughs. “I’m going to get my freak on.” 
 
    “Wait. Didn’t you just say something about wanting to find someone special?” 
 
    “Yeah, definitely. I want that, but why rush into it? I’ve been holding out for Slade for years and never gave myself the chance to be a bit of a whore, so why the hell not?” she shrugs. “This is going to sound bad, but I kind of want to slut around a bit.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I laugh, shaking my head. “Have you met Damian? He’d be down for that.” 
 
    Nessa’s face scrunches up in disgust. “No, thank you. I’m sure I could find someone who hasn’t already got every STD under the sun.” 
 
    “Good plan.” 
 
    Nessa falls into mindless chatter and I find I don’t mind. She’s really not so bad and I believe her when she says that she’s done with Slade. 
 
    I feel a harsh stare on me and glance around to find Maze watching me and Nessa with a weird jealousy that throws me off. I grumble under my breath but in doing so, I catch Nessa’s attention. She glances down and takes in Maze. “Geez, you dodged a bullet with that one,” she says with a scoff. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Maze is full-on stalker-crazy. She’s had a lady-boner for Slade ever since the beginning of time and she does all sorts of shit to get close to him. I’ve had more than my fair share of run-ins with that girl but I’m glad it’s finally over.” 
 
    “No shit,” I laugh. 
 
    “Yeah, everything to her is about getting with Slade so no offense, but I couldn’t really understand why she attached herself to you so bad when you first got here. It was super weird seeing as though Slade hated you, but she must have seen something that we all didn’t because clearly, her little bullshit plan worked and she got what she always wanted.” 
 
    Maze’s betrayal hits me hard. I always thought we had a good friendship building and then to find out she was only in it for a piece of Slade’s dick stung. “Jokes on her,” I tell Nessa. “Slade got into bed with her and she hardly had a chance to scream his name before he tossed her off him.” 
 
    “Wait. What do you mean? Did he not let her finish?” 
 
    “Finish?” I laugh. “He hardly even gave her a chance to start. It was all a ploy to get under my skin, so the second I caught them, Slade was done and pushed her away.” 
 
    Nessa howls with laughter and her eyes fill with tears, streaming down her face as she tries to gain control of herself. She straightens up and wipes under her eyes. “Oh, my God, that was too good, my tummy hurts.” She takes a few slow breaths trying to calm down. “That must have sucked. Imagine running a fucking marathon and being so close to the finish line that you can smell victory and then tripping and eating shit before you have a chance to take home the big prize.” 
 
    Laughter bubbles out of me but is stopped when Nessa points down to the doors. “Hey, look. Slade’s family is here. Have you met them yet? His sisters are so adorable.” 
 
    My eyes shoot down to the entrance of the gymnasium to find Daniella walking in with two little girls who look so much like their mother. I smile as I take them in, they must only be eight or nine and from the way they both desperately search the court for their big brother, it’s clear that they absolutely adore him. 
 
    Daniella glances up to find a space to sit when she stops on me and gives me a wide, beaming smile. “Shit,” Nessa says, surprised. “She must like you. She’s never smiled at me like that.” 
 
    I smile and give a small wave before indicating to the few spare spaces beside me. Daniella nods and starts making her way over here as I explain to Nessa. “I’m sure she liked you just fine. Daniella was actually my mom’s best friend back in high school.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” she says, wide-eyed. “Wow, what a small world.” 
 
    “You’re telling me.” 
 
    “You know, I really am sorry about your parents,” she whispers, not wanting to draw attention to our conversation. “I can’t imagine what it would have been like growing up without them and then having to deal with everything you’ve dealt with since then. I really fucked-up making those nasty comments. You could have used a friend and instead, I was a bitch.” 
 
    “You really were.” 
 
    “I’m working on it,” she promises. 
 
    “What are you working on?” Daniella questions pulling me into a quick hug before leaning over me and doing the same for Nessa. 
 
    “I’m trying to be a better person,” Nessa explains. “I’ve been too nasty but I’m turning a new leaf and from now on, all you’re going to get from me is kindness.” 
 
    “Kindness is only worth something if you truly mean it,” Daniella explains. “I’m proud of you, but make sure that as you make these changes that you remain true to yourself. Trust me, if you have kindness come right from within your soul, you’ll truly feel like you’re making a difference, but if it comes from anywhere else then it’s fake and no one wants that.” 
 
    Nessa beams at her while I nod my head in agreement. “Wow,” I say, impressed. “That was deep.” 
 
    “Oh, stop,” Daniella laughs. “When you get to my age you start to really understand what’s important in life and if I can share that with the young women of the world and try and make their lives just a little bit brighter, then that’s exactly what I’m going to do.” 
 
    “You’re too good for this world,” I tell her, glancing around her to see the girls. “Hi, I’m Skylah. I’m a friend of Slade’s. What’re your names?” 
 
    The closer of the two gets to her feet and gives me a smug look that reminds me so much of her brother. Her chin rises and I prepare myself for whatever it is that she needs to say. “My brother told me that you’re not his friend. You’re his girlfriend.” 
 
    Her sister chuckles and I glance to Daniella for some help but she simply sits back and lets me handle this on my own. “You know what?” I say with a wink. “He’s right.” 
 
    They each suck in a deep breath and break into uncontrollable fits of laughter. “Ewww, that’s so gross. Do you two kiss?” 
 
    I wiggle my eyebrows and grin, not needing to say a single word to convey my answer. They instantly lose their tiny minds as Daniella shakes her head in exasperation. “This is Emma and Rain,” she tells me. “And clearly, they were very excited to meet you.” 
 
    “I’ve been excited to meet them too.” 
 
    The Aston Creek Mambas come tearing onto the court and the crowd instantly start cheering on their team, drawing my attention away from Daniella and the girls. Slade comes out with a ball already in his hand, but truth be told, I don’t even think he realizes it’s there. The way he moves with it comes so naturally that the ball is just an extension of him. 
 
    Damian and Blake come out and a wicked grin pulls at my lips as Blake scans the stands and his eyes fall to mine. He makes his way to the very center of the basketball court, stands up straight, and raises his chin. 
 
    Eyes bounce around the gymnasium, trying to work out what the hell he’s looking at when he drops down into an extravagant bow, sweeping his arm around in a greeting fit for a queen. “Your Majesty,” he says in an old English accent, making the crowd burst into fits of giggles at his expense. 
 
    Blake’s eyes come back to mine and I nod in appreciation, making him shake his head before he takes off at a jog around the court, scooping up the ball for a quick warm-up. 
 
    “Blake, I take it?” Daniella questions, leaning over so she can be heard over the crowd. 
 
    “Sure is,” I say proudly. 
 
    Daniella’s eyes light up as she watches him move around the court. “Your mom would have loved this. Seeing both Slade and Blake on a team together.” 
 
    “I bet,” I smile proudly, watching the two boys who seem to have a massive impact on my life. 
 
    The game has finally started and I watch in awe at just how good they are. I don’t understand how it gets me every time. I know they’re good, I’m their biggest cheerleader yet every time I watch them move as a group, I’m completely blown away. 
 
    The boys work together on plays and if a ball misses the basket, someone is always there to catch it on the rebound. I know things are a little strained between Slade and Blake off the court, but that bullshit seems to get put aside every time they play and it warms my heart to see. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” Daniella says, leaning toward me once again. “I’m going to come clean to Slade. He needs to know who he is and where he comes from, but I’m going to need to work up to it.” 
 
    I nod. “I think that’s a great idea.” 
 
    She gives me a tight smile and I realize just how hard it was for her to reach that decision. “I’m also going to help you with Lucien. Whatever it takes, we’re going to put that man behind bars so he can’t hurt anyone else.” 
 
    My eyes fill with tears and I meet her gaze. “You really mean that?” 
 
    She nods. “I sure do. It’s going to be hard and I’m sure at times I’m going to want to back down, but if we don’t do this, it’s going to continue to bring us down. I’ve spent years being afraid and it kills me to think that the same could happen to you. You’re Chelle’s little girl and if I couldn’t have been there to help her, I'm going to do everything I can to help you.” 
 
    The tears fall from my eyes and I lean in to pull Daniella into a tight hug. “Thank you,” I tell her. “You have no idea how much this means to me.” 
 
    “No, thank you, Skylah. Without you, I never would have found the strength, but I have and because of you, I can start moving on and close this horrid chapter of my life. I want to be there for my family and I want to be a role model for my girls. I don’t want them thinking that it’s acceptable to hide from things that scare you. I want them to grow into strong young ladies just like you.” 
 
    I pull back and meet her eyes. “My mom was really lucky to have a friend like you.” 
 
    “No, I was lucky to have her.” 
 
    Daniella reaches over and squeezes my thigh and after giving her a smile, I turn back to my boys only to find Slade’s suspicious eyes already on me, but more importantly, on his mother’s hand on my thigh. Clearly, he just saw our little moment and I don’t doubt that the second this game is over, he’s going to demand an explanation. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    I walk down to Slade’s place after hearing the rhythmic sound of a basketball hitting the pavement. Considering Blake passed out the second he got home from the game and that the sound is faint rather than torturously loud like when it happens right outside my bedroom window, I knew it had to be Slade. 
 
    After grabbing my jacket, I sneak out the window and take off at a brisk walk, hoping the fast movements will help to warm the chill that seeps into my bones. 
 
    The light coming from his home shines bright enough that I can just make out his shadow moving around his empty drive. He holds two balls, one in either hand and passes the balls between his legs as he strides toward the basket that’s been bolted above his garage door. 
 
    He shoots, sending one of the balls flying through the hoop with ease and he instantly collects it, reminding me for the millionth time, just how talented he is. 
 
    I start making my way down his drive as he turns and begins dribbling the balls again. He comes to a startled stop when he realizes he’s not alone and guilt pours through me for sneaking up on him, especially as we’ve been waiting for a threat from Lucien. 
 
    “Sorry,” I murmur, easing him. “It’s just me.” 
 
    He props the balls against his hips and makes his way toward me with worry in his eyes. “What’s wrong? Why are you up? It’s past midnight.” 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong,” I tell him. “I just heard you playing and thought I’d come and sit with you.” 
 
    His eyes bug out of his head. “Shit, you could hear me all the way down there?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laugh. “It echoes right down the street. I’m surprised you haven’t had shit left on your doorstep by pissed off neighbors.” 
 
    “Damn,” he murmurs, stepping into me and brushing his lips over mine. “Do you want a blanket or something?” 
 
    “No,” I smile, loving how he cares. “I’m good.” 
 
    “Okay,” he says slowly, sounding as though he doesn’t believe a word I say. He turns on his heels and gets back to work. The balls alternate between his legs, sometimes he bounces it behind his legs, and sometimes in front. It’s mesmerizing. 
 
    “How do you do that?” I question, laying down on the grass and slipping my arms under my head as I watch him. 
 
    He glances over at me. “What? This?” he asks, doing the exact move that has me amazed. I smile and nod and he does it a few more times just to show off. I laugh as he strides toward me. “I’m just that fucking good.” 
 
    “Ha. Ha. I bet you spent hours upon hours practicing that and I’m sure you caught yourself in the balls a few times too.” 
 
    A devilish grin spreads over his face and he turns and launches the balls toward the hoop. They fly in a perfect arc, one after the other and shoot through the basket with skilled ease. “Admit it,” he says, turning back to me and dropping down onto the grass beside me. “You like the way I handle my balls.” 
 
    “Oh, definitely,” I say, my tone dripping with sarcasm. “Seeing you playing with your balls day in and day out just gets me so hot.” 
 
    At my smartass comments, he grabs hold of my arms and hoists me up onto his lap. My legs fall on either side of his until we’re face to face and I take the opportunity to kiss him deeply, loving the feel of his lips on mine. 
 
    I pull back to find his curious eyes on mine. “You saw me dominate during that game, right?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. You kicked their asses,” I tell him proudly. 
 
    He nods, not denying it one bit. “You know, I saw a few things during that game too.” 
 
    “Really, now?” I question, my eyes lighting up as I know the exact few things that he’s talking about. 
 
    His eyes narrow on mine and the curiosity pours out of him in waves. “So, do you make habits of hugging random strangers at basketball games, or do you know my mom and I’ve missed something?” 
 
    “I know your mom,” I tell him before amending myself. “Well, sort of.” 
 
    “Okaaay,” he says slowly. “You’re going to have to help me out here because I’m pretty fucking sure I never introduced you. Actually, I’m positive I didn’t.” 
 
    I smile wide, curling my arms around his neck. “Your mom was my mom’s best friend in high school. They went to Aston Creek High together.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” he gasps, wide-eyed, clutching onto my waist. “Your mom was Chelle?” I nod and he carries on. “How the fuck didn’t I put that together? Mom always talks about her best friend who passed away years ago and had two kids but she must have sugar-coated it so I wouldn’t know just how horrible it was.” 
 
    I nod. I know I haven’t really gotten to know Daniella much but protecting her kids from the ugliness of the world sure seems like something she’d do. “I met your mom when I was sneaking out of here on Sunday morning,” I say, making him cringe as he realizes his mom knew he had me in his room all night. “Well really, I actually met her when I was a kid, probably you too as well.” 
 
    Slade goes far away and I study his face, wondering what the hell happened when he grins back at me. “I think mom has a photo of us as kids. Well, at least, I think it’s us.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I ask, grabbing his head and making sure he can’t look away. 
 
    “Yeah,” he laughs. “I’ll have a look in the morning. I’m sure mom might have a few things of your mom’s. I’ll have to check and ask where she keeps it all.” 
 
    My eyes fill with tears as the emotions take over and Slade instantly crushes his lips to mine. “Don’t cry, Virago. I meant for that to be a happy thing.” 
 
    “It is. They’re happy tears,” I tell him. 
 
    “Really?” he laughs. “I didn’t take you for the happy tears kind of girl.” 
 
    “Shut up. I’m not, but…you know.” 
 
    Slade’s fingers come up and brush over my cheek as his eyes soften and gaze into mine. “It’s your mom,” he finishes for me. 
 
    I nod. “Yeah…it’s mom.” 
 
    He pulls me back into him and after brushing his lips over mine, he leans his forehead against mine. “Was Nessa trying to cause trouble? Just say the word and I’ll handle it. Nessa is my problem, not yours.” 
 
    “Believe it or not,” I tell him, watching his facial expressions closely, knowing he’s probably not going to like what I’m about to say. “Nessa is growing on me. She came to tell me that she won’t be a problem for us and I think I believe her. Actually, I think I might even befriend her.” 
 
    “What?” he groans. “Her? Fuck, babe. You have really shitty judgment when it comes to friends. Do you not remember the whole catfight thing and the comments she made about your parents?” 
 
    “I know, but she was sincere and we talked through all that shit,” I explain. “You know, it takes a big person to come and face me with an apology the way she did. I respect that. She’s feisty and strong, and that makes her my kind of people. Besides, you wouldn’t have kept her around if she was a bad egg.” 
 
    He cringes and I know I’m right. “You realize I’ve fucked her….a lot, like not just once or twice. Are you sure you want to keep that around? You’re not going to get jealous or anything like that?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Did I ever give you the impression that I was a jealous person?” His lips press into a tight line and I don’t doubt that he still doesn’t like it. “I don’t care that you fucked her in the past, all that matters is that you’re with me now and as long as you have no plans to fuck her in the future…” 
 
    His eyes bug out of his head. “Oh, hell no.” 
 
    “Then we’ll be fine,” I continue. “Unless you have other reasons? Like she’s not going to show up in my bed in the middle of the night asking to suck my toes?” 
 
    “Where the fuck do you come up with this shit?” 
 
    My brows dip low as I narrow my eyes. “It’s a very serious question,” I warn. 
 
    Slade groans and gives in. “No, there will be no toe sucking from her. She’s cool and as far as I’m aware, she’s loyal to a T. As long as you’re sure she’s not going to cause any issues between you and me, then I’m cool with it.” 
 
    “Good,” I grin wide. “Because I was going to do it whether you liked it or not.” 
 
    Slade throws me down on the grass and comes down over me. “You’re going to be so much fucking trouble,” he tells me, dipping his head to my neck and kissing me there, making my eyes roll into the back of my head as my arms curl around his neck, holding him to me. 
 
    “Come on,” he tells me, pulling back ever so slightly so he can see my face. “Why don’t you stay here tonight? You can sneak out early in the morning before Shay realizes you’re not there.” 
 
    “How scandalous,” I gasp. “I feel so used.” 
 
    Slade groans and gets up, pulling me up after him. I hardly have a chance to get steady on my feet before he’s tossing me over his shoulder like a ragdoll and heading for his door. “I can walk,” I grunt, sliding my hand down inside his loose sweatpants until I’ve got a good handful of his strong, sculptured ass. 
 
    “I know,” he tells me with a deep, rumbly tone to his voice that has me wanting him in all sorts of nasty ways. “But this way, I get to throw you down on my bed and besides, when your ass is out on display and begging for attention, I get to do this.” 
 
    Without missing a beat, Slade’s palm comes down on my ass, making the most delicious sound that has me groaning with need. Before I have a chance to yelp about the sting, his hand rubs circles, soothing the pain and leaving me wondering if Mr. Grey was onto something about pain is pleasure. 
 
    He walks me through his home, leaving the basketballs to spend the night chilling out on the driveway and I do my best to be quiet. Nothing would be worse than having his parents or little sisters spring us and make me go back home. I know Daniella is all about team Skylah but I doubt that includes sneaking into her home in the middle of the night to screw her eighteen-year-old son. 
 
    Slade gets to his room and carefully opens the door, swinging it wide and walking through, only to gently close it behind him. He walks over to his bed and just as promised, he throws me down and instantly comes down on top of me. 
 
    An hour later, I crash down beside him and curl into his arms, exactly where I’ve grown to love being. His lips press down on my forehead and he pulls my body in tight beside his. “Go to sleep, Virago. I’ll wake you and get you back home in the morning.” 
 
    I’ve never felt as safe as the nights where I’ve slept in his arms and I find myself looking up into his dreamy eyes, wondering just how far this thing will go. “Night, Slade,” I murmur. 
 
    He kisses me softly as I feel my eyes growing heavy. “Goodnight, babe.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    I tiptoe through the front door and glance around to find Blake perched on the couch, staring straight at me. “Seriously?” he grumbles, keeping his voice low. “You couldn’t have even dealt with your sex hair before sneaking back in here?” 
 
    “Shut up,” I whisper-yell, slipping my shoe off my foot and launching it at him. “You’re going to wake Shay and Ben.” 
 
    “Too late,” he grins. “Ben’s already up and showering and Shay’s dancing in the kitchen to ‘Tay Tay.’ Pretty sure she said something about going and waking you in a minute.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    I slip back out the door, knowing there’s no way I’ll get from the front door down to my room without bypassing the kitchen and getting sprung. I hurry around to my bedroom window and push it open before launching myself through it. I go tumbling down to the floor and smack my head against the edge of my laundry hamper. “Aw, fuck,” I curse under my breath, fumbling around beneath myself until I find my feet. 
 
    I throw myself into my bed and pull the blankets up high just in time to hear a knock at my bedroom door. It creaks open and I close my eyes, turning away so Shay doesn’t see the tears my fall brought to my eyes. 
 
    Shay’s voice comes through my quiet room. “Happy Friday, Sky. It’s time to get up.” 
 
    I grumble out an ‘okay’ and make a show of rolling over to face my bedroom wall. I expect Shay to walk away and leave me to it but instead, she strolls right into my room with a deep sigh. “Why’s your window open?” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I hear her fiddling around with it before the familiar sound of the glass sliding back into place. “Did you sleep with it like this? It was freezing last night. Are you trying to make yourself sick?” 
 
    “Oh…um, there was a nice breeze last night,” I grumble through my fake morning voice. “I must have fallen asleep and forgot to close it.” 
 
    “Sky,” she groans. “I’d feel awful if you were to get sick. You need to remember to be more careful.” 
 
    “Sorry, Shay,” I murmur, sitting up in bed but making sure to keep my blanket up to hide the fact that I’m wearing a jacket. As I watch her making her way around my room, picking up things and grabbing hold of the glass on my nightstand, I realize that I haven’t been fair to her. 
 
    Shay has been everything to me over the past couple of months. She’s been a friend when I needed it, a voice of reason, and a concerned parent, and in return, I’ve given her nothing. Maybe it’s time to open up and let her in. I’ve talked to her about Slade and to her, that’s probably enough, but I want her to know me, the real me. And in order to do that, shit needs to get heavy. 
 
    Shay goes to walk out of my room and I find myself calling out. “Wait,” I say, making her pause in the doorway, juggling everything. She patiently raises her brows, wordlessly asking what’s up. “I, um…I’m ready to talk if the offer still stands.” 
 
    Shaylee’s eyes bug out of her head and she launches herself out of my room. My brows dip low. What the hell was that? She’s spent the last few weeks desperate to get to know this part of me and when the opportunity comes knocking, she takes off at the speed of light. 
 
    I hear her outside of my bedroom, throwing things around the house and before I can think  too much of it, she’s back with a glass of juice and some tissues. She strides over to me, grabs the side of my blanket and raises it before squishing in beside me, ignoring the fact that I’m fully dressed. 
 
    “Okay,” she tells me, swallowing hard. “I can’t promise that I’m not going to turn into a blubbering mess, but I’m here for you. Anything you want to talk about, I’m here. This is a safe zone, Sky.” 
 
    Her arm falls around my back and I lean into her shoulder, staring off out the window to where I can see Blake shooting hoops and dodging around Shay and Ben’s cars as though they’re the opposition. 
 
    “I think the more I talk about it,” I whisper, unsure I can trust my voice not to break. “The easier it’s going to get.” 
 
    “I know it will. I had the same issue when your mom passed. For a really long time, I couldn’t talk about it. I missed her so much and whenever I went to open my mouth, the pain would cripple me so I learned to keep it to myself, but once I started to let it out, I found that I couldn’t stop. I was telling everyone about my big sister and what an incredible woman she was.” 
 
    “I’m starting to realize that,” I tell her, thinking about how I’ve now spoken to a few different people, telling them bits and pieces about my past and each time has really sucked, but it’s gotten easier. I let out a deep sigh, giving myself a moment before telling myself that I’m strong enough to get through this. “I remember she used to wear this certain perfume…I can remember the smell and it’s always annoyed me that I don’t know what it was.” 
 
    Shay smiles, pulling me in tighter. “She had two favorites. Burberry and Tiffany. Whatever you’re remembering, I’m sure it’s either one of those. I think your dad had a favorite cologne too, but I couldn’t tell you what it was.” 
 
    Wow. A question that has plagued me for years has been answered so simply. I guess I’ll be going shopping today and sniffing every single Burberry and Tiffany perfume until I can pinpoint the exact one. 
 
    I sit in silence for a few moments, wanting to talk about all the things my mother loved and learn everything that I can about my parents from Shay, yet the next words out of my mouth have the good times coming to an end. “I was so scared,” I tell her. “I’ve never felt anything like that before. I thought Blake and I would have been safe under his bed but he couldn’t stop crying. Whenever we played hide and seek, I’d go under there and despite my giggles, mom and dad would never be able to find me, but that man…he found us so quickly.” 
 
    Shay’s head dips forward and her eyes flutter closed. “I never knew you were hiding under his bed,” she says, heartbroken, probably picturing two tiny children, desperately trying to save themselves but with their innocence, having absolutely no idea what that actually meant. “The police report said nothing about your whereabouts. They couldn’t find anything on you two that suggested you had been there and they concluded that you must have spent the night elsewhere, but I knew that wasn’t right. Chelle would never have left her babies with someone else overnight.” 
 
    Shay reaches over to my bedside table and tears a tissue free from the box. After dabbing her eyes, she smiles down at me, trying to be brave. “I filed so many missing person’s reports and searched everywhere for you guys but every lead I got always went dead.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I whisper, seeing the pain and regret in her eyes. “The second Anton took us, we were as good as gone. Nobody could have saved us from that man, not even God himself.” 
 
    “I remember it all,” I tell her. “The kid, Anton, his men. Blake and I sat on the couch, tied up. I tried my best to soothe him but it was the middle of the night and he’d just been woken. All he wanted was his mommy but he couldn’t get to her. He was so strong and kept trying to push me away and I remember it hurting. I wanted to be so mad at him for that.” 
 
    “What happened?” she questions. 
 
    “They talked for a while. Anton was yelling and I hated it because it made them both cry. Mom always used to cry, especially during sad movies but dad…I’d never seen him break like that.” 
 
    “They were so strong,” Shay murmurs, rubbing her hand up and down my arm. 
 
    I nod. “Mom kept looking at us, trying to break free to get to us. I don’t doubt that even at that moment if she could, she would have grabbed us and ran, even if it meant leaving dad behind.” 
 
    “She would have done anything to give you and Blake even the smallest chance,” she tells me. “God, you must know how much she loved you…they loved you.” 
 
    “I do,” I whisper as my lips pull into a gentle smile, being able to completely recall the way they always smiled at me. Even through memories, I can feel the love they had. It was so damn strong. It’s what I miss most every day. 
 
    “Where did he take you, Sky?” Shay questions, moving on, clearly wanting to skip over what came next. 
 
    “We were thrown into the back of an old SUV. I remember being in there for a really long time. I don’t know if the drive was long or they just couldn’t be bothered dealing with us and forgot we were there, but when we were finally taken out, we were put into a basement of some sort. We didn’t get food or water. All we could do was hold onto each other.” 
 
    “Oh, Sky,” Shay cries, turning into a blubbering mess as she draws me into her chest and holds me tight. 
 
    “I was only four,” I tell her, feeling my emotions beginning to slip. “Who does that to kids? I don’t think I had a clear understanding of death and what it means, but I knew it was coming. I don’t know how, but I knew we wouldn’t survive being down there. Blake was so small. I remember he lost so much weight that I could see his bones.” 
 
    I take a breath, trying to steady myself before continuing. “I don’t know if we were lucky or not to have been taken to Lucien and Maria’s place, but they gave us some semblance of normal life. Well, sort of. Their version of normal at least. It wasn’t a great childhood, but Maria put us in school and I made some friends and for a while, I was content. I’d honestly thought this family had just adopted us and this was how it was supposed to go. I was too young to question it or to know any better.” 
 
    “What happened from there?” Shay questions. “What led you to run away?” 
 
    My eyes dart away, feeling the shame beginning to overwhelm me. It’s one thing telling Slade about this, but going into detail with Shay. This might just kill me. “When I was fourteen, Lucien called me into his study. He was in there with his business partner, Marcus Mahony. I’d been dragged out of bed and I remember, he wasn’t happy that I wasn’t appropriately dressed. After reprimanding me, he then informed me that when I become of legal age, Marcus was going to become my husband.” Shay gasps but I continue as if I stop, I don’t think I’d have the strength to keep going. “I’d been sold for a business deal, and that deal came fully equipped with my virginity which was going to be the grand prize.” 
 
    “Oh, honey. No.” 
 
    “Lucien walked out of the room, telling Marcus that he should get acquainted with his bride and that was the first time a man touched me. Lucien walked back in to find Marcus’s hand down my pants and instead of pulling him up on it, he watched. Over the next few years, it became Lucien’s favorite little game. Every time Marcus was in town, they’d claim that they needed to check on my development, make sure I was still fit to become the perfect poster wife.” 
 
    “Did you tell Maria about this?” 
 
    I scoff. “I did after the first time. She told me that women were put on this earth to serve men. I was told that Marcus was now my man and it was my duty to please him. In fact, I was forced to thank Lucien for finding me such a suitable husband who would take care of me.” 
 
    Shay wipes at her tears with the back of her arm, taking short, shallow breaths in order not to break. “You understand that’s not true?” she begs of me. “You’re put on this earth solely to live a happy, joyous life. Your being is not to please a man. Never, surely you must know that?” 
 
    “I do,” I tell her with a slight nod, wiping my tears. I take a deep breath and slowly blow it out. “Every time Marcus came around, it got a little bit worse, but as I got older, I thought I could handle it. 
 
    “I wanted to leave, but leaving meant leaving Blake behind. He was treated so well and despite how much I hate them, they really gave him a great life. He was showered with love, promises of a bright future, and anything he could ever dream. I couldn’t take him away from that, but I also couldn’t leave him. He’s all I had left, so I endured it.” 
 
    “What happened?” Shay pushes. 
 
    I glance up at her, pressing my lips into a tight line and letting her see the turmoil within. “Lucien got tired of waiting.” 
 
    Her forehead drops to mine. “I’m so sorry, Sky,” she whispers. “How many times did he hurt you?” 
 
    “Just once,” I tell her, shaking my head. “I couldn’t stay a second longer. I packed a bag, got Blake and ran. I didn’t even tell him why we were running but he knew something had happened. I was so scared he wasn’t going to come with me, but he did. He’s always, always stood by my side.” 
 
    “You did the right thing leaving,” she tells me. “You did what you had to do and you made a tough decision asking him to leave his life behind and it shows in the way that he came with you that you two share an incredible bond. It’s all going to be alright now. You’ve got me and Ben, Blake, and even Slade. You never have to be scared again.” 
 
    I let out a sigh before meeting her eyes. “There’s something you should know…” Her brows furrow and I continue. “You know Daniella, Slade’s mom?” 
 
    “Yes,” she says slowly. 
 
    “Long story short, Lucien Valentine used to go by the name of Lucas Valery,” her eyes widen, recognizing the name. “He raped her, just as he did to me and when she went to the police, he came back and did it again. I want him to go down for this and Daniella said she’ll help me, but I’m scared. What if he comes back for me?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t,” she declares with a snarl, sitting up straighter and holding me just a bit tighter. “That man took you from me for thirteen years. He hurt you and put you through all sorts of hell. If he even thinks about coming into my town, he’ll have me to deal with. Don’t worry, Skylah. We’re going to handle this. You never have to be scared again.” 
 
    I don’t respond, just bury my face into her shirt. I appreciate her declaration, but truth be told, if Shay was to stand in Lucien’s way, he’d just bowl her straight down. He’s too dangerous and far too powerful to be a match for her. Money talks no matter where it’s coming from and unfortunately for us, we’re on the losing side. 
 
    I wipe my eyes and hastily pull back. “I spoke to Daniella at the game last night. We’re going to go to the police station after school and make a formal statement. I don’t know how this is going to work or what kind of protection they can offer us, but we’re done running.” 
 
    “I’m proud of you,” she tells me. “Both of you. That man deserves to be in prison.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    Shay pulls back and meets my eyes. “If it’s okay with both you and Daniella, I’d like to be there this afternoon. I know I can’t offer you much in the way of my own experiences, but I can be a shoulder to lean on for the both of you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I tell her, taking her hand. “I’d like that.” 
 
    We sit in bed, both of us lost in our thoughts when a knock on my window has us both jumping. We find Blake’s face in the window, crouched down so he can see in. “What the hell are you two doing? School starts in ten minutes.” 
 
    Shay glances down at her watch and gasps as I throw myself out of bed. “Holy shit,” I shriek. “We’re going to be late.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    I walk out of the police station with my head held high and a sinking feeling in my stomach. We did exactly what we said we were going to do, but there are far too many what-ifs. What if he comes back for Daniella and hurts her again? What if he comes back for me? What if he comes for Slade? I don’t think I could handle it if he hurt either of them because of my need to have him locked up. 
 
    Shay walks out beside me while Daniella follows up behind. We stop by Shay’s car and she instantly pulls Daniella into a tight hug, knowing that what she just went through couldn’t have been easy. “It’s going to be okay,” Shay promises. “He can’t hurt you anymore.” 
 
    “Let’s hope,” Daniella responds, her voice shaky as shit. 
 
    After sitting down with a few police officers and giving our statements, Daniella was offered to have a police officer sit outside her home overnight. She regretfully declined, not wanting to scare her girls and while I respect and understand her decision, it’s not the one I would have chosen. 
 
    She’s going to be alright. I have to believe that because without that belief, I don’t know where I’d be. 
 
    Daniella pulls away and gives me a quick hug. “I’m proud of you,” she reminds me for the millionth time since meeting me on Sunday morning. “You did well in there. It wasn’t easy.” 
 
    “No, it certainly wasn’t,” I agree, “But it’s going to be worth it to see him behind bars, exactly where he belongs.” 
 
    She steps back and gives me a small smile but the confidence is missing from her eyes. This man has skipped out on rape charges once before and I don’t doubt that he could do it again. In fact, a shitload easier this time. He now has a reputation and stacks of money behind him. If anyone could get away with shit like this, it’s him. 
 
    We were hoping for a quick turn-around, but when we asked how soon we can expect this to be over, they had no idea. Due to the complexity of our situation when you take mine and Blake’s kidnapping into count, it could be months before we see any progress. That naturally puts the fear of God into Daniella and I don’t doubt that she’s going to be locking every door, keeping her children bubble wrapped, and purchasing a gun. 
 
    With Lucien’s reach, I’m sure he’s going to hear about this by the end of the day, and if not by then, at least within a few days. We need to be ready for a threat and what’s more, I need to warn Slade. He needs to know if there’s a risk of Lucien coming here as it might just mean bad news for him. 
 
    Daniella pulls away and hastily says her goodbyes. She hurries up to her car and drops down into it, leaving me wondering what her game plan is and how she’s going to make it through this. She’s strong. She has a husband who loves her and four children who adore her. Besides, I’m sure Slade’s recklessness would keep her mind off it at least a little. 
 
    Shay and I get in her car and the whole way home, she reassures me that I‘ve done the right thing. I just wish I knew what it cost me. 
 
    We get home and I’m not surprised to find Blake nowhere in sight. Shay walks in with me and heads straight for the kitchen to figure out what we’re going to do for dinner while I go down to my room to get my homework over and done with so I’m not left with it over the weekend. 
 
    As I push open my bedroom door, I come to a screeching halt. “Where the hell have you been?” Slade questions, scrolling through something on his phone as he lays back on my bed with his arm propped behind his head, looking like the most delicious kind of treat. 
 
    “Umm…what are you doing in my bed?” I question before flicking my eyes toward my window and finding it locked, just as it was when I walked out of here this morning. “Better yet, how did you get in here?” 
 
    Slade’s attention falls away from his phone and his deep eyes slice toward me. “I was under the impression that you liked me in your bed.” 
 
    I swallow hard. He’s not wrong but I’m not about to tell him that. I fold my arms over my chest and raise a brow, making a show of my impatience. “I’m waiting.” 
 
    A grin crosses his lips. “I don’t think you want to know the answer to that.” I narrow my eyes and his cheesy as all hell grin widens. “Okay…so, I might have broken into your locker at school and stolen your keys out of your bag.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I gape at him. “You didn’t.” I rip my bag off my shoulder and dump it down on my desk, making sure to empty all my belongings in the process. I riffle through the mess, throwing things around until it becomes damn clear. I turn on him. “You’re such a turd. You really stole my keys.” 
 
    Slade raises his hands and dangling off his pointer finger are my keys. “Whatcha gonna do about it?” 
 
    I push everything off my desk and silently step up onto my chair before taking another up onto my desk. I turn and face him, looking down at the guy that I still struggle to call my boyfriend.  His eyes narrow in concern, realizing that he’s not exactly in a great position. “I warned you, Cruz. I’m not someone you want to start a war with.” 
 
    He laughs, enjoying himself way too much. “Bullshit, you wouldn’t jump,” he says, calling my bluff. 
 
    Damn it. Despite the fact that I really wasn’t, now I have no choice. 
 
    I spread my wings and launch myself across the room, feeling like Thor for the briefest millisecond, until my fly turns into more of a fall. I go crashing down on top of Slade and he has just enough time to throw a hand protectively over his junk while the other shoots out in a horrible attempt at trying to catch me. 
 
    With both of his hands now squished between our bodies, I clamber up until I’m straddled over his chest. I squeeze my legs as hard as I can, trying to keep him pinned but my efforts are laughable and he overpowers me with ease. 
 
    Slade flips us until I’m the one pinned to the bed and he’s holding my arms hostage at my sides. He looks down at me with mischief in his eyes and my gut sinks. Usually, that look gets me all sorts of hot, but right now, I’ve never wanted to run so fast in my life. 
 
    “Hmm…all the things I could do to you.” 
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    He glances around my room, stopping as his eyes scan over my messed-up desk. I watch in horror as his gaze focuses on my black sharpie and his face twists into a wicked smirk. 
 
    Slade reaches over and I start wriggling, doing everything I can to get free. I try pinching, I try bringing my knee up between his legs, I even try to roll, but his hold on me is too strong and all I’ve managed to do is use up all my energy. 
 
    He settles back over the top of me and pops the cap with his teeth. If I wasn’t so terrified, I’d say it was damn sexy. “You know,” he says with a wicked grin. “I always love it when you use that black shit on your eyes.” 
 
    “Mess up my face and I’ll mess up yours.” 
 
    His eyes sparkle with the challenge and ever so slowly, his hand begins to lower to my face. I turn away and I feel the cool tip press down below my ear. I try to wriggle away but it’s no use, he’s far too strong. 
 
    Slade drags the tip down my neck and a shiver spreads over my skin. He pushes my spaghetti strap off my shoulder and leans into me, blowing the ink dry over my skin and driving me wild with need. 
 
    I suck in a breath. 
 
    This man knows exactly what he’s doing. 
 
    The sharpie trails down over my shoulder and across my chest. Slade continues to pull my top down, exposing my bra and making my breath catch in my throat. His eyes meet mine, heated and enticing, needy and seductive. His fingers slip into the top of my bra and pull it down as he scoots lower on my body. 
 
    He cups my breast, squeezing and pinching, making all sorts of things happen south of the border. The sharpie slides over the curve of my breast. He watches what he’s doing, enraptured by my body while I find it physically impossible to tear my gaze off his eyes, especially when they’re so deep and hooded like this. 
 
    Who would have known that I could be so turned on by a damn sharpie? 
 
    He marks my skin, branding me with his name right over my heart and before I can say anything about it, he lowers down to me, sucking my nipple into his mouth and making me press up into him, needing so much more. 
 
    His lips trail up my neck as he eases up on my body. My legs are freed and I wrap them around his waist, holding him to me. 
 
    Impatience claims me and I take hold of his face, bringing his lips down on mine and the second they touch, the second he grazes his tongue over mine, I’m a fucking goner. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    We lay in my bed, panting beneath the sheets, desperately trying to catch our breath. I might have given Slade a hard time for breaking in here and stealing my keys out of my locker, but damn, it was so worth it. 
 
    “Come on,” he says, pulling me up off the bed and toward the door. “Let’s shower. I have to scrub all of this sharpie off you.” 
 
    I roll my eyes but allow him to pull me along. He gets to the door and silently peels it open. Shay has been wandering around the house, singing to herself and I don’t doubt that she’d appreciate getting an eyeful of Slade’s naked ass, but I don’t exactly want her to know what we were just doing in here. 
 
    Slade’s hand drops to his junk and he sneaks out to the hallway while my eyes remain solely on his perky, toned ass. I hurry behind him and within seconds, we’re breaking into the bathroom and locking the door behind us. 
 
    Slade grins back at me over his shoulder, the possibility of getting caught always giving him the adrenalin rush that he craves. 
 
    I roll my eyes at his dumbassery and follow him deeper into the bathroom, but in doing that, I catch myself in the mirror and gawk. What the hell has he done to me? Fine black lines are covering my neck and chest, one tit has his name scrawled over it while the other has a smiley face, my nipple being the nose. 
 
    “What have you done to me?” I question, struggling to hold back my laughter. 
 
    “What?” he shrugs, leaning into the shower and grabbing hold of the tap. He glances back, seeing my reflection in the mirror and grins. “Now, I’m no artist like you, but I’m pretty fucking talented, don’t you think?” 
 
    I turn around and lean back against the vanity. “Oh, you certainly are talented, but not where art is concerned.” 
 
    His eyes flare as he turns to face me. He takes a step, dropping his eyes down my body and back up again, looking like sex on fire. His arm curls around my waist and with a hard tug, he pulls my naked body against his. “Oh, yeah?” he murmurs low. “What am I talented with?” 
 
    I push up onto my tippy toes, pressing my chest hard against his as I lean in, feeling the very tips of my lips tickling his neck. My hand snakes up around the back of his head and I let out a soft breath, knowing he’s going to feel it. 
 
    I brush my thumb over his bottom lip, entranced by the way his tongue slips out and runs along it. “Well,” I breathe. “There’s your tongue. That might just be the most talented thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    I drop my hand to his shoulder and then follow it down his sculptured body, watching how his eyes roll at my touch. My hand continues down over his abs, past his happy trail, and down to the monster that hangs between his legs. I curl my fingers around it, loving his deep growl that vibrates right through my chest. “But your real talent, the one that makes me desperate, the one that has me screaming your name and dreaming about all the wicked things you could do to me, that talent lies right here.” 
 
    My hand strokes up and down and I feel him harden beneath my touch. 
 
    My ass is grabbed and I’m lifted off the bathroom floor. He takes a few quick steps and soon enough, I’m pressed against the cold tiles of the shower as a freezing spray of water is thrust upon our bodies. The water quickly warms but I doubt either of us notice as he pushes up into me, fucking me like his queen. 
 
    When we finish, and my mind returns to my body, Slade puts me down and watches me as I shower. He grabs the body wash and lathers me up and from the look in his eyes, he’s more than enjoying himself, especially as he attempts to get the sharpie off my tits. 
 
    Once I’m thoroughly cleaned, Slade pulls me into his arms and we stand under the warm rush of the water, basking in one another’s presence. “So, are you ever going to tell me where you were all afternoon?” 
 
    I stare at the shower tiles, afraid to look up and meet his eyes. “I umm…kind of went to the police station and made a formal statement about what happened with Lucien.” 
 
    Slade rears back and forces my eyes to him. “Are you kidding me? Why the hell didn’t you tell me? I would have gone with you.” 
 
    Oh, Jesus. Had Slade been there and seen his mother walk through the door, all hell would have broken loose. I shake my head and give him an encouraging smile, knowing that he comes with the purest intentions. “It’s fine,” I tell him. “I went with Shay. I spent the morning sharing everything with her and then she offered to come with me.” 
 
    “That couldn’t have been easy,” he comments. “Are you alright? You should have said something and I wouldn’t have come at you like that.” 
 
    “Trust me, your idiotic bullshit was exactly what I needed to get my mind off it.” 
 
    Slade rolls his eyes. “I resent that,” he tells me, raising a cocky brow and waiting for my returning smirk before continuing. “What happens now? Do they arrest him and then it’s all over?” 
 
    I shake my head, wishing I had better news. “Not exactly,” I say, wondering how I’m going to explain this. “They’re still investigating mine and Blake’s kidnapping, so it’s getting added to the ever-growing list of bullshit they have against him. It could take months to get an arrest. There are thirteen years of crap to go through. Lucien is a powerful man with all sorts of connections so when they go after him, they need to make sure he won’t get off. They want to nail him and despite knowing that he’s probably going to come after me in the meantime, I want this done properly so he can’t get off.” 
 
    “Shit, Virago…” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, realizing he’s completely lost for words, the same way I seemed to be. It’s a lot to take in and I can’t exactly say that it’s something everyone goes through because it’s not. This is new territory for us and I want to tread carefully. 
 
    “You really think he’s going to come for you?” 
 
    I nod, looking up at him so he can really see the concern in my eyes. “I’m almost sure of it, but what scares me is that while he’s here, he could come for you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, baby. I can handle that prick. You just focus on doing you,” he pulls me back in and I lay my head against his chest, listening to the heavy beat coming from within. “I’ve got you, Virago. I’m going to keep you safe.” 
 
    I relax into him, I know he means that with every piece of his heart, but Slade is no match for Lucien Valentine. He’s a high school basketball star, Lucien is the devil. We’re playing in two very different worlds and someone is going to get burned. 
 
    When the shower runs cold, we escape back into my room and quickly get dressed before we have to explain what we’ve been doing to Shay. Slade sits up on my bed, playing on his phone as I make myself comfortable beside him with my sketchpad. 
 
    The hours quickly tick by and before I know it, the bedroom door is swinging open with Damian standing expectantly in front of us. “What the hell do you want?” Slade questions, glancing up at him for the shortest moment before dropping his attention back to his phone. 
 
    “It’s Friday night. I wanna go out and do something.” 
 
    “Then go,” Slade grumbles, making my lips pull into an amused grin. 
 
    “Nope, that’s bullshit,” Damian says, striding deeper into my room until his hand is curling around my arm. “You can stay here and fuck around all you like, but I’m taking Sky with me.” 
 
    I have only a second of warning before Damian launches me off the bed. My sketchpad falls to the ground as my pencils are thrown off my lap and fly halfway across the room. 
 
    My shoes are tossed at me and I’m quick to put them on before Damian decides to do it himself. “What the fuck, man? We were chilling.” 
 
    “Yeah, and now she’s chilling with me. In or out, bro?” 
 
    Slade groans and lets out a loud, irritated sigh. “This better be fucking worth it,” he says, getting up from my bed. He grabs his things and the three of us stalk out of my room. 
 
    We walk through the house and find Shay sitting on the couch with the whole tub of ice cream as Ben sits beside her with his feet popped up on the coffee table. Judging by the five empty bottles on the floor and the glassy look in his eyes, I’d say he’s well and truly fucked. Ben rarely drinks so I don’t doubt that it’s gone straight to his head. 
 
    “Hey, we’re going out,” I tell them as the three of us walk out the door. 
 
    Ben’s eyes flick to me. “Are you going to be drinking?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No.” 
 
    “Drugs?” 
 
    “Nu-uh.” 
 
    His eyes slice across to Slade before coming back to mine. “You don’t plan on having sex?” I shake my head again and Ben scrunches his face in distaste. “Then why the fuck are you even going out? How fucking boring.” 
 
    Slade and Damian chuckle right along with Ben while Shay and I look at him as though he’s lost his mind. 
 
    “Okayyyy,” I say, drawing it out. “Well, don’t wait up.” 
 
    With that, we walk out the door just as Blake is coming through it and without a single pause, he turns on his heel and follows us right back out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    I walk through the cafeteria on Monday afternoon, more than happy to be having lunch. My stomach has been growling for the last hour after I slept through my alarm and skipped breakfast. 
 
    I’ve been waiting for this moment for hours and I’m going to do it right. 
 
    I wonder what they have on offer today. A lasagna? Maybe a few different selections of pasta? I’m freaking hungry so I hope there’s a shitload of carbs for me to load up on. My mouth begins watering at the thought. 
 
    I put myself at the end of the line, wishing I could bowl all these fuckers down and get to the front. I swear, if there’s nothing good left for me, then I’m going to be pissed. 
 
    Slade walks through the door and just like always, his eyes find mine. I’ll never get over this. I don’t know how this even happened, but part of me is wondering if I’m starting to fall for him. He’s so damn…I don’t know, he’s everything. I simply can’t get enough. And good God, when he smiles…damn. 
 
    He strides past the line and heads for his usual table. He’s not one to do cafeteria food. Despite not needing it, he’s put himself on a strict diet. When he first told me, I scoffed. He explained it was for basketball and if Blake wanted to succeed he’d be smart to do the same. 
 
    Damian follows up behind him and where Slade drops down to the seat, Damian has to take things a step further by sitting on the table, and I can happily bet my last pencil that he’s probably talking shit too. 
 
    I get to the front of the line and my hopes plummet as I find nothing but a cheap chicken salad with most of the chicken pieces already gone. Just my luck. Who wants to willingly eat a boring salad? Couldn’t they have even jazzed it up a little, made it a bit exciting? A rabbit would even turn his nose up at this shit. 
 
    Usually, I’d leave the salad and cut with my losses, but I’m so damn hungry that I’ve got no other choice. I’ll just pick at the soggy lettuce and hopefully, it’ll be enough to get me through to the end of the day, then I can go and get a nice juicy hamburger while the boys are training and watching their figures. 
 
    I turn to head back to my table with my lousy salad when the snickering starts around me. 
 
    Great. What now? 
 
    Have I sat in shit or got something on my face? Or has someone started some bullshit rumor about me again? Actually, it could very well be the first option, I’m not known for being over-cautious about where I drop my ass. 
 
    By the time I get to Slade, the snickering has turned into whispers, gasps, and laughs, and when I look up at him, his jaw is clenched, eyes dark, and has fury pouring out of him in waves. Whatever is going on here, he knows and it’s clear that he doesn’t like it. Though there’s one bonus, I’m positive that I haven’t done anything to piss him off which could only mean that his fury is about to be unleashed on the culprit and I can’t wait. I love seeing this guy in action, it’s so raw and thrilling. 
 
    I’m just about to ask him what’s up when the whispers turn into taunts and the word that’s being hurled at my back is ‘slut.’ My shitty salad is thrown on the table and I turn to face them, letting them see the old me, the me who held onto the anger and resentment, the me that they clearly haven’t had the pleasure of meeting in a while. 
 
    Well, guess what, bitches? It’s time to get reacquainted. 
 
    There’s a lot of bullshit that I can put up with, but petty name-calling doesn’t work for me, especially when they’re trying to slut-shame me for something I probably didn’t do. I’m all for girls getting their rocks off just like the guys, so why should we be shamed for it? But in this case, I have a boyfriend and I’m damn sure that I haven’t been skanking around with anyone else. 
 
    I’m about ready to unleash my fury when Damian’s hand curls around my arm and pulls me back to the table. “Cool it, Sky. Maybe you should know what they’re bitching about before you go all out on their asses and end up blindsided.” 
 
    Slade sits in silence but judging from the glare he’s shooting at Damian, I’d dare say that he was more than happy to watch me kick some high school ass. 
 
    With a groan, I drop down beside Slade as Damian unlocks his phone. Slade reaches under the table and laces his fingers through mine in a show of support that instantly puts me on edge. Why the hell do I need support? It’s fine. Whatever they’re trying to call me out for is complete bullshit. If anything, they’re the ones who are going to need support when I give them a brand new nose job. 
 
    Damian’s phone is flipped around and I take it. As I look down at the screen and find a collage of photos that come up as a slideshow, my stomach starts to sink. The first is a photo of Damian and I at his party a few weeks ago when we were dancing. His hand was cupped between my legs and my head tipped back on his shoulder in pleasure. The next is me dropping down into Roman’s car, then me and Damian again at that same party, only this image is of us upstairs right as I’m reaching for the door handle to walk into his bedroom. Nothing happened that night but a picture is worth a thousand words and this one is pretty fucking damning. 
 
    I swipe to the next image to find Slade and I sneaking out of the supply closet last week, but it’s the final one that really gets me. It’s not just a photo but a recording of my bedroom and usually, I wouldn’t have an issue with that, only Slade and I just happen to be on my bed, butt-fucking-naked while he hovers above me, lips on my neck and buried deep inside of me, showing me just how good it can truly get. 
 
    The words ‘cheater or slut?’ comes up as the last slide before the whole damn thing starts again, making bile rise in my throat. Slade’s hand tightens in mine, realizing that I’ve seen the whole thing but I’m stuck on the thought that some fucking creep was watching through the window while we were getting it on. In fact, now the whole fucking school has seen me in my most vulnerable position, the whole fucking school has seen me naked and what’s worse is that they’re laughing at me as though this kind of invasion of mine and Slade’s privacy is acceptable. 
 
    I snap my glare up at Damian and he pulls back, never having seen it quite so lethal. “Who sent this?” 
 
    He shakes his head and cringes. “I don’t know. It came from a random number. No one can work out who it belongs to.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I yell, feeling the humiliation wash over me as everyone’s eyes remain locked on our table. Not only has someone been watching me through my window, they’ve been following me around, everywhere I go and despite the truth, people are going to believe what they see, and these photos are evidence that I’m nothing but a cheap whore…or slut as the video so kindly supplied. 
 
    Every last person who sees this is going to assume that I’m down to screw around with anyone. I mean, I was willing to give it up to Damian and when Roman flashed that smile at me, I was putty for the shortest moment, but the only one I’ve ever gotten truly intimate with was Slade and we’re together. 
 
    I’ve only ever felt humiliation like this once before and right now, I can’t seem to figure out which one felt worse. One man taking advantage of my body, forcing himself on me, or the whole school looking at my body and watching as I come. 
 
    Rationally, I know which is worse but the whole fucking school seeing me like that? 
 
    “It’s going to be alright,” Slade murmurs, pulling me into his side and kissing the top of my head. “I’m going to make this go away.” 
 
    I shake my head, not knowing how the fuck he could possibly do that but with a quick nod to Damian, the two of them start moving. Damian jumps down from his perch on the table and crosses the room faster than anything while Slade gets up from beside me and steps up onto the table, facing the crowd of onlookers and making me gawk in horror. 
 
    What the hell is he planning on doing? 
 
    People start cheering for him as though he’s up there to boast about his latest conquest. “Yeah,” one guy shouts out. “You’re my fucking king. Was she good?” 
 
    Slade’s eyes grow impossibly darker and the lethal way that they narrow on the guy has the whole cafeteria falling into instant silence. 
 
    The door is slammed. 
 
    Everyone jumps. 
 
    People start looking around in a panic, hearing the sickeningly wicked squeal of the lock sliding into place. 
 
    Guys stand, ready to face Slade’s threat while the girls scream, begging to be set free. 
 
    “SIT THE FUCK DOWN,” Slade roars as Damian strides back over to our table, protectively positioning himself right behind me. 
 
    The guys zip their lips and drop back down to their seats while the girls whimper, terrified of being addressed by Slade Cruz. 
 
    I don’t know what their fucking problem is, I find it thrilling as all hell. 
 
    The room waits for him, knowing that even one foot wrong would cost them dearly. “Get your fucking phones out. I want to see every single one of the bastards on the fucking table.” 
 
    Without question, every last person does exactly what he says. Hell, his fucking tone has me reaching for my own damn phone. 
 
    It takes twenty seconds for every last phone in the room to be put on the table. The students gape at him, some in horror, some wide-eyed, and some nodding, proud to have him as their leader. 
 
    Slade presses a few buttons on his phone and two seconds later, a loud buzzing is heard over by the dodgy as fuck chicken salad. He glances around, waiting for someone to own up to the phone and when no one does, he jumps down from the table in one, easy sweep, making it look as though he’s as light as a feather. 
 
    He strides across the cafeteria with every eye on him. He scoops up the phone and presses a button, cutting the call. The room falls to silence as he studies the phone, flipping it over for some kind of clue as to who owns the fucker. 
 
    Getting nothing, he stares around at the students, each of them shrinking back in fear under his stare. “Who owns this fucking phone?” 
 
    Not one person answers, but who would? They’re fucking terrified of him. 
 
    I get up and make my way toward him, taking the phone from his hand as he stares down the room. I search through the phone and it becomes instantly clear that this is just some burner, something bought purely for this very moment. There are no other photos except for mine, no saved contacts, no music, not even a single text…you know, apart from the mass group one that just went out. 
 
    Realizing that no one is about to say anything, Slade continues. “Delete it.” 
 
    He doesn’t need to say another word, they just know what he’s talking about. I watch as people everywhere start scrambling for their phones unlocking the screen and deleting the video. A few of the guys hold back, not wanting to delete my sex tape, but as Slade and Damian start making their way around the room, they give in, not wanting to be on the receiving end of either of their fists. 
 
    “If I catch even one of you fuckers with that video of my girl, you’ll have me to deal with,” Slade roars over the room, making sure every last person hears and understands the consequences. “I’ll stand by the fucking door and check every last phone if I have to.” 
 
    At that, the few remaining hands shoot out onto the table and get busy deleting the video. Slade stands and stares, waiting longer than necessary for the job to be done then strides across the room and scoops my boring as batshit salad off the table. He looks back at me and nods towards the door and I instantly start moving. 
 
    “This isn’t over,” he warns as he meets me at the door with Damian and Blake also stepping into my side. “I will find out who did this and when I do, your life won’t be worth living.” 
 
    With that, Damian unlocks the cafeteria doors and we walk straight out, leaving the horror and humiliation behind. 
 
    We get all of three steps before I feel Blake’s knuckles brush down my forearm, gaining my attention. I glance over to him and find him wordlessly asking if I’m doing alright. Concern is etched into the way he holds his brows and his eyes…I haven’t seen them like that since…fuck. 
 
    I nod discreetly, not wanting Slade and Damian to notice our sibling moment as it feels too raw, too intense. Too personal. 
 
    As I turn away to focus on putting one foot in front of another, a loud bang is heard echoing behind us. The four of us spin around to see Maze dashing toward us as the cafeteria door rebounds off the wall and slams closed once again. 
 
    “Sky,” she yells, running. 
 
    She slows as Slade, Damian, and Blake step forward and create a barrier around me, but protecting me in front of the whole fucking school is one thing, trying to protect me here is another. 
 
    I barge my way between Slade and Damian’s shoulders and seeing Maze still making her way toward me, I hold up a hand. “Don’t,” I demand. 
 
    She comes to a sudden stop and nearly topples over with her momentum. “I…,” she cringes. “I just wanted to check that you were alright. That video…it was brutal.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that? Of course I know it was brutal. It was me. Imagine how you would feel knowing that tonight, every fucking male in the school is going to be jacking off to the memory of your tits and ass bouncing around, imagining it was them riding you, not your man.” 
 
    Slade snarls behind me and steps into my back, making Maze’s eyes flick up in horror. I don’t know what kind of glare he’s giving her but I can guarantee that it ain’t pretty. 
 
    “I…I’m sorry,” she stutters out, having difficulty under Slade scrutiny. 
 
    I raise my chin and narrow my eyes. “What do you have to be sorry for? Were you the one who created that video?” 
 
    Maze’s eyes bug out of her head. “No. no way. I just meant that I was sorry you had to go through that. I mean, you’ve already gone through so much with your parents dying right in front of you and then the whole kidnap and rape thing…” 
 
    Great. Just fucking great. She had to go and bring that shit up. 
 
    I feel Slade’s chest rise and fall with rapid movements on my back and as Maze’s eyes raise to his once again, I see pure terror. “GO,” Slade roars. 
 
    Maze stumbles back three steps in her haste and struggles to get her feet in front of her before taking off like a bat out of hell. 
 
    I sag against Slade’s chest and he curls his arm around my waist, holding me tight. “Well, that sucked.” 
 
    “Come on,” he tells me, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. “Come with me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Slade leads me in through the side access of the gymnasium with Damian and Blake right behind us. 
 
    I glance around in awe. This place looks so much bigger when it’s empty. Believe it or not, after all the years of watching Blake play, I've never stepped foot into a gymnasium when it's dead and empty like this. 
 
    Damian jogs off toward the supply room while Slade takes my hand and leads me over to the bench. “Really though?” he questions hesitantly as he drops down onto the bench and pulls me down beside him. “Are you alright? You looked like you were about to throat punch a bitch.” 
 
    “I was and honestly, it didn’t matter who it was just as long as I got someone. Damian’s fucking lucky that he came at me from behind otherwise it would have been him and I would have loved it.” 
 
    “Sorry, babe,” Damian yells from across the court, making Slade groan with his casual use of the word ‘babe.’ “You might have tried but you would have missed. I’m too fucking fast for your bitch ass.” 
 
    I raise a brow as he starts bouncing two balls and makes his way over here. “You want to try me?” I question, “I promise, you’ll lose.” 
 
    Damian grins wide as Blake shakes his head. “Just leave it, man. She can get fucking insane when she’s trying to prove a point. Add the fact that she’s pissed off and you stand no chance.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Damian says, glancing from me to Blake and back again. “I could take her. Look at her, she’s fucking tiny. I take shits bigger than her.” 
 
    As he talks shit, trying to pump himself up, I can’t help but laugh at the doubt clouding his eyes. I get to my feet and stand on the bench so I can meet his eyes. “Come at me,” I beg of him, grinning wide as he drops one of the balls and throws the other at Slade. 
 
    He looks to me and narrows his eyes, ready to talk himself up but I don’t give him the chance. He was right, I am tiny compared to him which is why I need the element of surprise. 
 
    I fly. 
 
    My legs wrap tightly around his chest and I grab hold of his shoulder, trying to save myself from flying right over the top of him. Damian’s hand instinctively wraps around me and I dive over his shoulder, curling my arm around his neck and easily putting him in a headlock. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” he gasps, not sure what’s going on, but desperately trying to save his reputation. He scrambles around, trying to peel me off him and just for good measure, I reach down his back, curl my fingers around the waistband of his boxer and pull. 
 
    “Holy shit.” A high-pitched squeal comes tearing out of him as he grabs his ass. “You play fucking dirty.” 
 
    Blake chuckles, probably pleased it’s not him for a change. “I tried warning you.” 
 
    Slade’s grin is enough to have the anger fading out of me, but I’m not nearly finished having my fun. It’s one thing to beat this guy, but rubbing it in his face would be even better. “Are you done?” 
 
    “Yes, just get off me. You’re fucking psycho.” 
 
    “Tap out.” 
 
    “What?” he grunts as Slade laughs. “No. I’m a man. I’m not going to tap out. Tapping out is for little bitches with pin-dicks.” 
 
    “Have it your way,” I tell him, tightening my hold around his head and using my free hand to dig my fingers in under his ribs. 
 
    He squeals out again. “Okay, okay, okay,” he says with a pout. “I’ll fucking tap, just get off me.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” I tell him, refraining from commenting how guys who tap have pin-dicks. I don’t think throwing his own words back at him would be appreciated. 
 
    Just as he promises, Damian taps against my arm and being the good little girl that I am, I uncurl my arm from around his head and untangle my legs, letting him take a well-needed deep breath. I slide down his body and he catches my waist to make sure I don’t fall, but as I get down and look up at him, there’s a darkness within, warning me to sleep with both eyes open. That darkness only triples as he shoves his hand down the back of his pants and picks his boxers out of his ass crack. 
 
    Pride surges through me as I drop down onto the court. I really needed that. 
 
    As I lean back onto my hands, I meet Slade’s eyes. He’s busy bouncing the ball beneath his legs but to be honest, I don’t think he realizes that he’s doing it. He smiles and the butterflies take flight, mixing up all that dread the video caused until all that’s left is contentment. 
 
    As if sensing that change within me, something lightens in the way he holds his body. He doesn’t like me upset and hurting and today was a direct attack that set him off. His eyes soften and for a moment, I’m wondering if what I’m feeling is something much, much deeper. 
 
    Blake scoops the forgotten ball that’s rolled under the bench and starts making his way onto the court. He starts bouncing it and just to be an ass, he bounces it as close to me as physically possible. 
 
    I’m just about to teach him a lesson when Damian drops down beside Slade and pulls out his phone. He’s looking down at something, completely distracted. “You know,” he says, keeping his gaze downcast. “This video could have been much worse. You could have had your ass up in the air and your tits bouncing around.” 
 
    “The fuck?” Slade snaps, looking down at his phone and snatching it right out of his hands as Blake groans with the image Damian has just happily supplied for him. “Why the hell do you still have this?” 
 
    Damian shrugs as Slade gets busy deleting the video. “Hey. I’m in that video too,” he says, trying to defend himself. “I wanted to have it for safekeeping. You know, that might be the only porn that I’m ever involved in.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “That’s bullshit and you know it. I’m willing to bet every last thing I have that you’ve got hundreds of sex tapes.” 
 
    Damian sucks in a breath, pretending to be outraged by my crass assumption, but Slade cuts him off. “You can’t deny it, man. You show me them at least once a week.” 
 
    A devilish grin spreads across Damian’s face. “What can I say? I’m proud of my work.” 
 
    “You’re so freaking gross,” I say, scrunching up my face in disgust. “Please tell me those girls knew you were filming them.” 
 
    “Of course they did,” he rushes out. “Half of them even suggested it. Every chick around here is chasing fame and if Kim K can get famous with a sex tape, then they think they can too. Besides, you know these girls, the second the camera is on them, they turn from a lousy fuck into porn stars who are all about putting on a show. It’s fucking awesome.” 
 
    I shake my head and look across at Slade. “Just for the record, I’ll never let you film me.” 
 
    “No problem there, babe. I wouldn’t want to risk something like that getting into the wrong hands. What you’ve got on offer is for my eyes only.” 
 
    “Okay, seriously?” Blake grunts as he shoots the ball through the hoop. “Can you guys stop talking about my sister in the sack? It’s fucking weird.” 
 
    Slade grins and I realize that tormenting my little brother is something he’s going to really enjoy, hopefully for a long time to come. 
 
    “You know,” Damian murmurs low, making me wonder if he’s talking to himself or us all. “I’m kind of bummed our three-way wasn’t included. That shit was hot.” 
 
    “THE FUCK?” Blake roars, storming toward Damian. 
 
    Aw, shit. 
 
    “Seriously?” I shriek, glaring at Damian as Slade laughs, more than entertained. “You really had to go and say that in front of my little brother?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Damian says with a cringe. “I hear him speaking but I just keep forgetting that he’s here.” 
 
    Fury rolls off Blake in waves as he looks down at me as though I’m some kind of stranger. “You and I need to have a serious conversation when we get home.” 
 
    I know I shouldn’t stir him, but the opportunity is too good. “Why? You want to know the details? It’s fine, we don’t have to wait until we get home. I can just tell you now. Slade was going down-” 
 
    “STOP! STOP! STOP!” Blake yells, pressing his palms against the sides of his head as though it could help remove the image. “I don’t want to fucking know about the details of your dirty ass three-way. Just…Argh. Stop.” 
 
    I get to my feet and walk over to Slade while holding my hands out for the ball. “Come on,” I tell him as he tosses the basketball right into my waiting hands. “I need a distraction from all this bullshit.” 
 
    “Alright,” he grumbles, getting up and following me to the court while Blake drops down onto the bench with a cloud of disappointment surrounding him. Damian snatches up his discarded ball and comes bounding across the court, cutting in front of us and leaping up to the hoop to dunk the ball. 
 
    Slade scoffs but I can’t tell if it’s from Damian trying to show off or because he thought his dunk was lacking. Either way, I don’t care as I step up to the basket and shoot the ball, grinning as it drops straight through the basket. 
 
    “Not bad,” Slade grumbles, dashing around me to catch the ball on its bounce, he tosses it straight back up and it sails through perfectly. “I’ve been practicing my trick shots.” 
 
    “Alright,” he says as an excited smile slowly spreads across his face. He grabs the ball and tosses it back to me. “Let’s see what you’ve got.” 
 
    Half an hour later, I’m running toward the basket, not giving a shit that the bell for class has already rung and from the looks of it, neither do the boys. I leap up into the air, determined to dunk this bitch. Slade grabs my waist and hoists me up towards the basket. My tongue hangs out in concentration as my arm comes around in a beautiful arc. 
 
    The ball slams down through the basket and I scream out with pride as my fingers curl around the metal hoop, holding me up. Slade drops his hands from my body and I’m left dangling from the hoop as the ball bounces far below. 
 
    Slade steps away with a cheesy as fuck grin before turning and heading back toward the bench to where Damian and Blake have been fucking around. “Wait,” I call, glancing down to see just how far of a drop it is. Slade’s laughter echoes through the gymnasium and I want nothing more than to pummel my fists into his perfect face. “Get your ass back here and help me down.” 
 
    “The deal was to help you dunk. You said nothing about what comes next.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” I say, dangling. I glance at my brother. “Blake? Come on, a little help?” 
 
    “Nope. Sorry, I can’t hear you through all these mental images of you having a three-way. Is there anyone on my team who hasn’t seen you naked?” 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh and slice my eyes toward my last resort, ignoring Blake’s question. I pout out my bottom lip and flash him my best puppy dog eyes. “Damian, please?” I beg. “You know you’re my favorite.” 
 
    “Sorry, babe,” he says, hardly glancing up. “As your brother just reminded me, I’ve already seen you naked. You’ve got nothing left to offer me.” 
 
    “Fuck you all. How did I manage to get stuck with the biggest group of bastards Aston Creek has ever seen?” 
 
    I stare down at the ground, wondering how the fuck I’m going to do this. Is it better to swing and then drop to try to lessen the blow on my legs or should I just suck it up and go straight down? Either way, I’m going to end up with a bruised ass. 
 
    Clenching my eyes, I go for it and just as expected, I go crumbling down to the hard court, though lucky for me, my ass escapes the brunt of it while my knees aren’t so lucky. 
 
    I get up from the ground with all three of the boys smirking at me, each of them way too proud of themselves. I start making my way over there to give them a piece of my mind when the door of the gymnasium swings wide. 
 
    We all stop and stare, ready to face whatever threat is coming our way. Other students are easily handled, teachers are a little more of an issue, but Roman Fucking Westbrock, that’s a whole other disaster. 
 
    He strides through the doors to our court as though he owns the place with a cocky, knowing grin that has my blood running cold. 
 
    The boys are on their feet within seconds. 
 
    The four of us storm toward him and the only thing holding Slade back from knocking him out is the way he holds up his hand. “Tsk, tsk. I wouldn’t, if I were you,” Roman says, looking over each of the boys and then scanning his eyes over my body. “Always a pleasure, Sky. You know it’s not too late to come over to the dark side. I caught your video. You know I’m down.” 
 
    Blake forges forward but Damian slams a hand out over his chest as Slade pushes me behind him, always keeping his hand on me. “What the fuck do you want?” 
 
    “Geez, I’d love to say that I’m here to settle the score, but I’m here to deliver a warning…” 
 
    Slade scoffs. “Warning? About what? Your boys looking to come and fuck me up? Guess what, I didn’t get no warning last time and we still kicked your ass.” 
 
    “Not that kind of warning, dickhead,” Roman snarls, clearly still dirty over the fight. “I was sent here to warn you to follow through with what was promised. If I had a fucking choice, I’d say you don’t deserve a warning. I’d just let him have you.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    Roman’s sickening grin has my stomach sinking and as his eyes find mine, chills run through me. He steps forward, getting way too close for liking. Slade slams a hand against his chest, not allowing him any closer. “Your daddy dearest really is a piece of work, isn’t he? I bet he did a real good number on you.” 
 
    I step around Slade and get right into Roman’s face. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Oh, I think you know,” he says with an amused chuckle. “He’s not too thrilled that you haven’t run your pretty ass home yet.” 
 
    My breath comes in hard, sharp gasps and Slade pulls me back. “The fuck? Who do you think you are talking to her like that? You don’t know shit.” 
 
    Roman’s eyes darken and that smile that used to blow me away just makes me feel sick. “I know she left her big mansion for this bullshit and I know you were tasked to get her back there. Lucien ain’t happy that you haven’t completed your task, but I think I see why now. You’re keeping her all to yourself. You know, why don’t you do everyone a solid and share her around before sending her ass back home?” 
 
    Knowing me far too well, Blake’s hand snakes around Slade’s back and he latches onto my wrist, keeping me from doing anything stupid, but right now, I’d dare say Slade has got this one covered. 
 
    His jaw clenches and I swear I’ve never seen anything quite so sharp before. “The only way you’ll ever touch her is if you go through me first, and we both know that you haven’t got what it takes.” Slade steps closer to Roman and as if on cue, Damian, Blake and I step with him. “You know what? Why don’t you deliver a warning right back? I’m not his fucking pawn and he’ll never touch her again. She ain’t ever going back there and if he comes for her, then I’ll be ready.” 
 
    Roman laughs. “You’re a fucking dead man.” 
 
    Slade’s fist rears back and like lightning, it cracks across Roman’s face, sending him flying back onto his ass. “No, you’re the only fucking dead man I see here. You come into my house and threaten my girl, and you’re good as done. The only reason you can still walk is because you need to go and deliver your little message. How do you think Lucien is going to react when you go back to him, telling him that you failed?” 
 
    Roman’s eyes bug out but Slade doesn’t bother to stop. “If you think Lucien is the one to be afraid of, then you’re sorely mistaken.” He steps toward him and leans down into a crouch, lowering his voice, deep and deadly. “You have three fucking seconds to get out of here. Three.” 
 
    Roman blanches, realizing that Slade won’t hesitate to fuck him up. 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    He begins scrambling to his feet, looking absolutely terrified, especially as he doesn’t have his boys at his back. 
 
    “One.” 
 
    He runs. 
 
    We watch as he bolts back through the door, leaving it swinging in his wake and we all stand in silence for a short moment, staring after him and wondering what the fuck he thought he was going to achieve. But one thing is clear, that didn’t go nearly how he thought it would. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Slade 
 
      
 
    My knuckles burn as I stand at my kitchen sink with a packet of frozen peas over them. I spent the whole afternoon with Sky, making sure she was alright. Despite the fact that she told me over and over again that she was, I didn’t believe her. I saw the doubt in her eyes, the pain and embarrassment of having that video come out. It fucking sucked. I hated seeing myself flashing up on every phone in the school, but for Sky, it was worse. 
 
    She hasn’t got a damn thing to be embarrassed about. Her body is fucking killer with clothes on, but without…fuck, she’s everything. That was a private moment between us and while I don’t give a shit about people seeing me like that, she’s my girl and having the world see what she chose to share with me has me ready to knock some fucking heads together. 
 
    Having Roman show up was the fucking cherry on top. I really got the fucker good and despite the pain that shoots up my arm every time I curl my fingers into a fist, it was worth it. I’d do it again and again just to watch his face rebound off my fist, sending him down to the ground, right where he belongs. 
 
    Now I’m paying for it though. My hand is fucking killing me. I should have iced it hours ago. 
 
    Who the fuck does that little prick think he is? He’s been causing trouble for me ever since the beginning of my junior year when I made a fucking mockery of him on the court. He’s been five steps behind me ever since and the sorry fucker has never been able to get over it. 
 
    But now he’s gone too far. 
 
    Lucien Valentine has been a fucking thorn in my side since the night he stole my freedom on that court. He threatened me, my basketball career, and my fucking family all at once. I had no choice but to take his deal, but the second I laid eyes on Skylah Daniels, I knew I was fucked. 
 
    Seeing her standing by her locker on that first day blew me the fuck away. She was radiant. She had a permanent scowl etched onto her face and fear lacing her eyes. I knew instantly that something wasn’t adding up. 
 
    Lucien made out like this girl was going to be dangerous in Aston Creek, that she was going to fuck everything up and it was in my best interest to get rid of her. How could I have said no? She was just some girl and getting rid of her meant my family would be safe. 
 
    Fuck, one glance of that face and I knew this was going to be the hardest thing I’d ever face, and I was right. I crumbled like a fucking bitch. 
 
    She came at me, guns blazing and I let her because she was fucking gorgeous. I’ve never seen anyone quite like her. She captured me within seconds and that fiery attitude had me desperate to dig deeper. I knew from that very first meeting that I was never going to give this girl up to that despicable man, how could I? She was radiant and he was trash, but I had to at least try for my family. 
 
    As I learned more about her and of her life before coming here, my heart shattered. I’ve never felt anything like it. I was broken for her. How could anyone be so fucking strong? She’s so much more than just incredible. Her parents were murdered before her very eyes, she was taken and sold to a family with bad intentions, and then she endured hell by that man. 
 
    In what world would Lucien think I’d ever give her up to him? He’s a fucking joke and deserves to be in prison. I hate the fact that she’s spent thirteen years with the man, I hate that he touched her and I hate that he stole her innocence. 
 
    What’s his fucking problem? He has more than enough cash to do whatever the fuck he wants. If he wanted to get his dick wet, there are people he could have called. Horny bitches who would have done it for free just to get his attention. There’s no reason why he had to touch her and it kills me knowing that while I was here fucking around with a basketball, she was over there enduring something no woman should ever have to endure. 
 
    I don’t know what I’m going to do. That thought has plagued my mind since I first realized that I was going to keep Skylah. She’s mine, it may have taken a while for her to understand and accept that, but now that I have her, I’m never letting go which means sooner or later, Lucien is going to come looking and when he does, it’ll be me standing in the crosshairs. 
 
    I’m fucking ready. Every step he takes, I’m going to be there, waiting and ready. He will not hurt her and he sure as hell will never touch my family. 
 
    I know he’s coming. There’s no way in hell he wouldn’t. The only silver lining is knowing that Roman Fucking Westbrock is going to have to go back to him and admit that he couldn’t come through. I don’t doubt there are going to be repercussions for him and one day, I’m really going to enjoy hearing all about them. 
 
    It was a rookie error sending a fucking child to do a man’s job. If Lucien was hoping to get a reaction out of me, he went the wrong way about it. 
 
    My mother strides into the kitchen and as her eyes lower to the peas on my knuckles, her lips pull into a tight line and she lets out a deep sigh. “What did Damian do this time?” 
 
    “Wasn’t Damian.” 
 
    Mom walks over and takes my hand, removing the peas. “Slade,” she groans. “Why do you do this to yourself? One day you’re going to take it too far and break something.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I tell her, trying to pull my hand away. 
 
    “Really?” she questions, curling my hand into a tight fist and smirking at the cringe on my face. “It’s not fine. You should go and get it checked out.” 
 
    I finally pull my hand free. “Really,” I say, leaning in and pressing a kiss to her forehead, hating how she worries about me. “It’s fine.” 
 
    She lets out a heavy sigh and turns as I start making my way out of the kitchen. “Is this about Skylah?” 
 
    I look back at mom to find worry in her eyes. She absolutely loves Skylah which is great. She’s never liked any of the girls I’ve brought home before. She’s protective of her and whenever Sky is over here, mom treats her as one of her own. I love seeing it and I love it more that they share a special bond through her mom. 
 
    Seeing that mom isn’t nearly ready to give up on this, I give her what little I can. There’s no way in hell I’m about to open her world to Lucien Valentine. She has enough to worry about with me, the girls, and my brother currently deployed. 
 
    “It’s complicated, but there’s no need to worry. Skylah is fine. It’s nothing we can’t handle,” I lie, knowing that if Lucien does come for her, it’s not going to be easy. It’s going to be the biggest fight we’ll ever suffer through. 
 
    I give mom a smile, hoping that it somehow manages to ease the panic within her, but I honestly doubt it. She’s a lot smarter than she looks. I turn away and start heading out of the kitchen when her voice stops me. “This complication,” she questions. “It wouldn’t happen to have something to do with Lucien Valentine?” 
 
    The fuck? 
 
    I look back at mom as my world flashes before my eyes and dread sits heavy in my gut. I take a step toward her and take her shoulders, suddenly not giving a shit about my knuckles. “How do you know that name?” 
 
    Mom watches me for a silent moment and it nearly kills me. Her eyes fill with all sorts of emotions, each one of them worse than the last. Resolve comes over her and she lets out a shaky breath. “Come and sit,” she tells me. “There’s something I’ve been needing to speak with you about for quite some time now.” 
 
    “What’s going on, mom?” I demand, refusing to move until I get the answers I need. 
 
    “Let’s sit,” she says. “What you’re about to hear isn’t going to be easy.” 
 
    “How the fuck do you know that name?” I roar, knowing I’ll feel like shit about that later. 
 
    Mom’s emotions get the best of her and instead of reprimanding me for my language, her horrors come shooting out with a sick, gut-wrenching, hatred. “Lucien Valentine did to me exactly what he did to Skylah when I was only eighteen years old, only then we knew him as Lucas Valery.” 
 
    My mouth drops open as I stare at her in horror. My heart begins to race and my hands drop by my side, curling into tight fists. She couldn’t possibly be telling me that she was raped as a teenager by the same fucking man who hurt my Skylah. “Tell me this is some kind of sick joke,” I beg of her, clenching my jaw and struggling to control my rapid breaths. 
 
    Her eyes soften and I see hurt deep within them. It’s something she clearly never wanted to share with me, and especially in that way, but it’s so damn crucial that she did. Hell, I don’t even fucking know how she knew about any of this. Maybe Shaylee shared it with her. 
 
    Tears spring to mom’s eyes as she looks up and meets mine. “I so very much wish that it was.” 
 
    Pain guts me and the need to hurl races over me. Seeing her like this, so vulnerable and scared tears at me. Even all these years later, she’s still hurting. 
 
    I throw my arms around her and pull her hard into my chest. “I’m so sorry, mom,” I whisper, shaking my head in disbelief, still struggling to understand it all. “How come you never told me this?” 
 
    “It’s not something you ever wish to share with your children. It was my lowest moment. I was so ashamed and it took me a very long time to be okay with who I was after that. I had to learn to love myself all over again. He took that away from me.” 
 
    “I’m going to make this right,” I vow. “I’m going to fucking kill him.” 
 
    “No,” she demands, throwing her hands upon my chest and shoving me back. “You’ll do no such thing. We’ve spoken to the police. Let them handle this. I know you’re hurting and angry, but please, I can’t have you getting involved.” 
 
    My blood runs cold. “What do you mean ‘we?’” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You said ‘we’ve spoken to the police.’ Who’s we?” 
 
    Mom’s eyes widen just a fraction before they soften with regret. “I’m so sorry, honey. I spoke with Skylah about this last week and we went to the police together.” 
 
    Betrayal hits me hard. “She knew about this?” I demand, stepping back from my mother, not trusting myself one fucking bit. My fingers curl around the open cupboard door and I slam it shut, desperately needing a release for this anger building within. 
 
    Unable to stand still, I grab my jacket off the counter and head for the door. 
 
    “Wait,” my mother calls out. “Don’t go. There’s so much more you need to know.” 
 
    I spin around, staring at her as though she’s some kind of stranger. “How could there be more?” I demand. “The guy raped you when you were eighteen, you didn’t do anything about it and then he hurt Skylah. It doesn’t get much worse than that.” 
 
    She nods, letting out a sigh. “It does, Slade.” Her tears begin to spill over as she makes her way toward me. “I’m so sorry that you’ve had to find out in this way. I’ve always wished there was some way that we could get by without me ever having to share this with you.” 
 
    “What?” I question, feeling my impatience growing by the second. I want nothing more than to get down the fucking street and demand answers out of Skylah. 
 
    “When I was twenty-three, I’d met your father and had your brother. Life was better and I could finally see a happy future. So, I decided it was time to come clean. I told your father about what Lucas had done to me and together, we went to the police to file a report.” 
 
    I shake my head, not understanding why this is important now. Clearly, nothing came from her report because he’s still roaming the fucking streets hurting innocent women. 
 
    Mom sighs and her bottom lip wobbles as she meets my eyes. “He came back, Slade, as punishment for talking. He hurt me again and vowed that he’d do it over and over until I finally get the picture and keep my mouth shut. Since then, I’ve never said a word, not until now.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” I demand. 
 
    “That the second he finds out about this, that we went to the police, he’s coming back here. I don’t know if he’s coming for me or Sky, maybe even both of us, but you need to be ready because that girl is going to need you.” 
 
    My eyes drop, hating that she’s going through this. “And what about you?” 
 
    “I already have someone holding me up. You don’t need to worry about me.” 
 
    I meet her eyes, realizing this is over but as I look at her, there’s still something she’s holding back, something she’s hiding…something bigger than everything she’s already told me, but what the hell could be bigger than what she’s already told me? 
 
    “Like a Band-Aid, mom. Just tell me, I can handle it.” 
 
    She breaks. Her brows pull down and I see her struggling to hold it all together. “Two weeks later…” she says over a lump in her throat, killing me at seeing like this. “After Lucien had come back, I wasn’t feeling well. He’d got me pregnant, Slade.” 
 
    I stare at her, absolutely blank. 
 
    Empty. 
 
    Hurt. 
 
    “What are you saying?” I whisper, terrified of her response. 
 
    She swallows and I wait with bated breath. “I’ve never done a DNA test, honey, but your eyes, your jaw…” 
 
    She leaves the words hanging between us but I don’t need to hear anymore. “Does she know?” 
 
    Her eyes drop in shame and I see the answer before she says anything further. 
 
    “DOES SKYLAH KNOW?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” mom cries, nodding. “She did the math and worked it out. She knows…she knows everything.” 
 
    She knows everything and yet she never uttered a single word. 
 
    I turn and walk out the door as the betrayal threatens to break me. 
 
    How could she? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    My body is thrown against the wall after being torn from my bed. My hand mimics the movement of flicking out the blade only there’s no knife. 
 
    Where’s my fucking knife? 
 
    Fear cripples me as darkness bears down on me. 
 
    I let my guard down. 
 
    I’m too terrified to look away but the cool breeze hitting my skin tells me that whoever this fucker is just slipped through my bedroom window, a window I should have locked before bed. 
 
    How could I have been so damn careless? 
 
    Barely a beat has passed before his voice rings out, low and lethal, a tone he’s never used quite this harshly on me. “You knew.” 
 
    Slade. 
 
    Fuck. My body sags in relief. 
 
    What the hell is he doing? He knows where I stand on having men sneaking into my bedroom in the middle of the night. How could he cross that line? The first time he didn’t know, but now…something must be wrong. 
 
    I try to reach for his face but his hand shoots up, somehow able to see perfectly well in this darkness, and slams my hand above my head, keeping me completely immobilized. “What’s your problem? What do you think you’re doing? It’s the middle of the fucking night,” I demand, struggling to keep my voice down. 
 
    Even in this darkness, it’s impossible not to see the way his eyes blaze with fury. “You. Knew.” 
 
    “Yeah, so you keep saying,” I throw back at him, pissed to be held against the wall in the middle of the night while also pissed that I let my guard down. I never do this but since Slade came along a false sense of security came over me and clearly, that was a mistake. I struggle against his hold “What the fuck do I know?” 
 
    “Lucien. You fucking knew it all and didn’t say a goddamn word. How could you do that? I thought we had something going here. I thought I could fucking trust you,” he shakes his head as pain tears right through my soul, knowing exactly what he’s talking about. Daniella told him. “You talk a big fucking game when it comes to loyalty, but the second you could, you fucking betrayed me.” 
 
    The fuck? 
 
    Fury ripples through me and I push back on his chest, demanding space that he refuses to give. It’s one thing for him to be annoyed that I didn’t speak up, but it’s a whole other thing for him to accuse me of betraying him. Clearly, he’s only just found out and hasn’t thought this through, otherwise, I know he wouldn’t dare step into my room and accuse me of this bullshit. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? Yeah, okay, I knew and I didn’t say a word, but how could I?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” he grunts in disbelief, his nostrils flaring as his world falls around him. I honestly feel for him, I am so damn gutted for him that this is his reality. I couldn’t imagine what he must be feeling right now and I want nothing more than to reach out and wrap my arms around him, reminding him that he is good, but right now, I’m fucking pissed, and damn it, he’s going to fucking know it. 
 
    “You heard me,” I say through my teeth, pushing him again, this time getting the tiniest bit of space. “You were there when Blake outed me to the fucking world. You saw what that did to me. It was my secret to keep, my secret to share in my own time, and that was stolen from me way before I was ready to even consider sharing it. I was exposed, ashamed, embarrassed, and hurt. How could I have done that to your mom? My mother’s best friend. How could you be okay with me doing that to her? Me telling you that Lucien is your father is the same damn thing as telling you what he did to her, and I’m sorry that hurts you but this is so much bigger than you.” 
 
    “I have his blood running through my veins.” 
 
    I lean into him, hating how harsh I have to be. “This. Is. Bigger. Than. You.” 
 
    He shakes his head, the betrayal shining so damn brightly in his eyes that it kills me. He’s far too angry and confused to see things clearly. He’s thinking of him, thinking about how this is going to affect his world. Despite my explanation, he’s too far gone to see the bigger picture. 
 
    I step into him and reach up to touch his face, only he slaps my hand away. “Don’t fucking touch me,” he growls, bearing down on me. “You and me. We’re done.” 
 
    No. He doesn’t mean that. He couldn’t… 
 
    “What’s going on in here?” A stern Ben demands, barging through my bedroom door and sending the room into an intense brightness as he turns on the light. 
 
    Slade and I continue staring at one another, my heart tearing in two. My eyes begin to well with tears and I hate how damn obvious I’m being. How could I have let him close enough to hurt me? I knew better than that. 
 
    “Nothing,” I say through the lump in my throat, refusing to believe that he just ended this. “Slade was just leaving.” 
 
    He continues to stare and it’s as though Ben isn’t even here. “You heard her,” Ben rumbles when Slade doesn’t go to move. 
 
    His jaw clenches and he takes a step back and then another. As the distance grows, so does the gaping hole in my chest. His eyes are torn from mine and without a backward glance, Slade walks out the door and out of my life, leaving me gasping for air. 
 
    Ben walks deeper into my room but keeps a distance. “What was that about?” he questions without his usual chirpiness, clearly annoyed at having been woken in the middle of the night. 
 
    “It was nothing,” I tell him, fighting the tears. “I just want to go back to bed.” 
 
    Ben watches me for a moment but all I can do is listen out for the sound of Slade making his way through my home and walking out the door, slamming it closed behind him. 
 
    Why do I so desperately need to run after him and get down on my knees, begging for things to be right? 
 
    I feel as though I’m in some sort of alternate universe because there’s no way in hell I ever thought this would happen. I knew he’d be upset and I knew it would gut him to know that I knew whose blood runs through his veins, but I thought he’d understand. I thought knowing what I went through and having this being his mom meant that he’d be able to see things clearly. 
 
    I’ve never been so wrong. 
 
    After studying me for far too long, Ben finally nods and steps back out of my room, shutting off the light as he goes. 
 
    I find myself drifting toward my bedroom window and glancing out to see Slade crossing in front, heading back home. His palms are pressed to his temples, his head down, and looking absolutely gutted. 
 
    “Please look up,” I whisper into the darkened room, desperate to have his eyes on me one last time, but when he disappears out of view, I break. 
 
    The tears flow and I climb back into my bed feeling more empty and alone than ever before. For the first time since getting together with Slade, I find my hand slipping under my pillow and latching onto the familiar knife, knowing that tonight, it’ not going to do anything to help ease my fears. 
 
   


  
 




Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Nearly a whole fucking week. 
 
    I don’t think I’ve ever drawn quite so much in my life. It’s Saturday night and the week has been the worst kind of hell. Slade hasn’t even murmured a ‘fuck you’ to me. I haven’t had his heated gaze on mine, his warm hands holding me tight, his jaw-dropping smile giving me butterflies. I’ve been through all sorts of shit, yet somehow, I’m finding this one of the hardest. 
 
    Maybe I was right, maybe I was falling in love with him otherwise this wouldn’t have hurt so damn bad. 
 
    Crap. I can’t think about that. I’ve learned a few life lessons over the past few days and the biggest one is that when I think about what could have been, I crumble, each and every time. 
 
    Slade has looked miserable all week. He’s started fights with every single prick who stood in his way, he’s knocked out Damian once or twice, he hasn’t shown for many of his classes, especially the ones that I’m in, and what’s more, he hasn’t gone home to his family in a week. 
 
    I don’t know where he’s been staying but my best guess is that he’s been with Damian. I’ve had Daniella texting me, checking in and asking if I could keep an eye on Slade but that’s easier said than done. She’s hurting and I feel terrible as my own pain has been clouding my mind that I haven’t been able to be there for her like I should. 
 
    It’s been a week since we went to the cops about Lucien and so far, we’ve heard nothing. It makes me wonder if they even took us seriously. Hell, maybe they’re all in Lucien’s pockets. It wouldn’t surprise me; I’ve already learned that the cops in Aston Creek are dirty. 
 
    I let out a sigh and look around myself. I don’t know what I’m doing here. The smart thing to do would have been to stay home. I could have gotten lost in my millionth drawing of the way he looked when he said that I’d betrayed him or the way he walked from my home with his head down in turmoil. 
 
    I hate that my decision to keep this from him is causing him so much pain. Though, it’s so much bigger than that. This isn’t just me keeping something from him, this is his mom hiding this for eighteen years, this is finding out that he shares the blood of the devil. I don’t know how he’s ever going to come out of this but I wish he’d let me back in. I can help him. I don’t know how, but I know I can. 
 
    Music blares around me and the walls practically shake with the beat. It’s the usual end of week party in Aston Creek, currently being held in Rachel Carter’s home. In a perfect world, I would have turned my nose up to this shit and stolen Damian and Slade away to spend the night at the court near my home, shooting hoops while I fucked around on my sketchpad, but here I am, stooping to new lows just so I can see him, if only for a second. 
 
    I find myself standing before an array of drinks. My eyes scan over the sodas before drifting towards the hard liquor. Yeah, that’s more like it. I grab a bottle of Vodka and walk away and as I go to grab a cup, Damian steps into my side. “Didn’t expect to see you here.” 
 
    I shrug, hating how this bullshit between me and Slade has been affecting my relationship with Damian. After all, I only just started to really like the guy. “How is he?” 
 
    Damian sighs and nods toward the backdoor. I glance up and follow his line of sight to find Slade sitting out back alone in a dark corner with a bottle in his hand. “Pretty fucking bad,” he mutters. “Were you ever going to tell me what the fuck is going on between you guys? Because one minute you can’t get enough of each other and the next, he looks as though he could strangle you with his eyes. Did you fuck around on him?” 
 
    “What?” I snap, looking up at Damian in horror. How could he think that of me? Surely after everything, he knows me better than that by now. “How could you say that? I’d never fuck around on him.” 
 
    Damian shrugs. “Hey, don’t snap at me. It was a serious question. What else am I supposed to think? The guy has gone from head-over-heels to nothing. Something happened and I’m waiting for one of you dicks to come clean about it.” 
 
    “It’s not my place to say,” I tell him. “I wish I could as maybe you could help me to make this better, but I can’t. I’m sorry, this is Slade’s thing and he needs to be the one to share it when he’s ready.” 
 
    “Fuck, Sky. Screw all your loyalty bullshit. What’s up with my boy? I can’t fucking help him like this. He’s going to get himself in trouble or worse.” 
 
    Guilt pours through me though it shouldn’t. I technically haven’t done anything wrong. “I’m sorry, Damian,” I say, glancing up once again at Slade. “I just…I can’t.” 
 
    Damian sighs and the way he looks at me makes me feel absolutely pathetic. He shakes his head as though I’m a disappointment for having decent morals and walks away. 
 
    Shit. Why the fuck did that suck so bad? 
 
    I’m left feeling even shitter about myself and I want to throat punch both of those dickheads for making me feel like this when in reality, I was doing the right thing in protecting Daniella’s secret. They wouldn’t understand unless they’d felt the shame of what being raped does to you, and they sure as hell wouldn’t understand until they’ve felt the fear of never being safe. 
 
    I did what I had to do and I refuse to be sorry about it. It’s time for those fuckers to get over it. From now on, I’m done trying to make this right. Slade can come to me when he grows the fuck up and realizes that this is about so much more than just his hurt feelings. 
 
    I don’t give a shit that he’s technically Lucien’s son. He already has incredible parents and the fact that he was technically a little sperm in some monster’s ball sack doesn’t change the fact that he’s an amazing guy who was raised to be a strong and caring man with good morals, respect, and an even better heart. He’s nothing like Lucien. 
 
    Throwing the cup away, I grab the whole bottle of vodka and make my way outside. This house is pretty small so there’s nowhere to go unless I want to be felt up on the dancefloor and I don’t exactly feel like letting loose right now. Tonight is about drinking as much as I can and forgetting that my world is never going to be a happy place. 
 
    As I make my way out back, I pass Robbie McDowell and suddenly, my luck is starting to turn around. “Hey,” I demand, not giving a shit if this has to happen in front of every eye at the party. Robbie turns at my hollering and raises a brow. “Got a smoke?” 
 
    He nods and within seconds, he’s handing over the goods while I dig into my bra and pull out some cash. “Always a pleasure,” he tells me. 
 
    I roll my eyes and keep walking when I pass a guy trying to light up a cigarette. I pinch the lighter from between his fingers and keep walking. He calls out and after looking back over my shoulder and shooting him a sharp glare, he backs down, holding his hands up in defeat. “It’s all yours, babe.” 
 
    I clench my jaw at his casual use of the term ‘babe.’ I’ve always hated when people use that word. Slade would call me that every now and then and despite how I loathe it, I kind of liked the way it sounded on his lips, but from anyone else, it sounds like more of a sexist term to belittle a woman despite knowing it’s just a slip of the tongue, like when guys call friends ‘man’ and ‘bro.’ 
 
    I keep going, not wanting to get into it with this guy. It’s not worth it and really, he didn’t do anything wrong. How could he know my personal preference for the word? Besides, getting in his face now would be like adding salt to the wound. I’ve already stolen his lighter, I don’t want to be much more of a bitch. 
 
    I find an area that isn’t saturated with sweaty bodies drop down into the grass. I lean my back up against the brick wall of the house and prop my knees up. I seriously doubt this party is going to be any good so as long as I have my joint and my vodka, I should be alright. 
 
    As I uncap the bottle and bring it to my lips, a body falls down beside me. “Shitty week?” Nessa questions, taking in my vices that I hold tightly between my fingers. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    She nods across the yard to Slade and I glance up, realizing I have the perfect view of him and I instantly hate it, despite how damn nice he is to look at. 
 
    “Geez,” she says, raising her brows. “Whatever you did must have been bad. I’ve never seen him like this.” 
 
    “Serious? Why does everyone keep assuming I did something?” 
 
    “Well, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I mean…yeah, but it’s not what everyone is assuming.” 
 
    “Really? Because we’re all assuming that you dropped your pants for Damian. At least, that’s the latest rumor.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” I groan under my breath, bringing the vodka to my lips and taking another hit. I look over at her, hating the sting that comes as I tear my gaze away from my…ex. “How’s your whole turning over a new leaf bullshit going? Because right now, I’d suggest it’s not actually going so well.” 
 
    Nessa beams at me. “I’ll have you know that I’m doing quite well, thank you very much,” she says proudly. “Just yesterday I made things right with Kirsten Smithers.” 
 
    “The girl with the short, pixie hair?” she nods and I dare ask the question. “What did you do to piss her off?” 
 
    “Well,” she says with a slight smirk, clearly fond of her achievement. “We had senior camp a few months ago and I sort of put bleach in her shampoo and then her hair was all fucked-up and kept snapping. She had no choice but to cut most of it off.” 
 
    “Are you shitting me? That’s fucking brutal.” 
 
    “I know,” she cringes. “She was a bitch and talking shit so I took matters into my own hands. In hindsight, I probably should have thought that one through but either way, I apologized and am taking her to the salon to get her hair extensions tomorrow. It’s going to cost me a bomb but that’s the price I pay for being a bitch.” 
 
    “I’d hate to think what else you’ve done.” 
 
    She cringes. “It’s a long list, but I’m making my way through it.” 
 
    “It’s one thing being a bitch to hide your insecurities and keep the monsters away, but being a bitch just to be petty isn’t right. I’m glad you’re trying to better yourself. You’re proving me wrong about the girl I thought you were when I first started here, and let me tell you, that’s not an easy thing to do.” 
 
    “Um…thank you, I think.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and hand her the bottle. “Here,” I tell her. “Drink up. Rule number one of being my friend is drinking half the bottle so I don’t do the whole thing by myself.” 
 
    “I can get on board with that,” she tells me, pulling the bottle from my fingers and drinking it like water. As she brings the bottle back down, she leans back against the brick wall and smiles. “Ahh, that hit the spot.” 
 
    “How’s your skanking going?” I ask, looking down at the joint. “Become a dirty slut yet?” 
 
    “No,” she groans. “Everyone’s still afraid to touch me. They all sort of still see me as Slade’s even though they know he’s well…sort of with you, I guess.” 
 
    “That sucks.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she scoffs. “You’re telling me. How am I supposed to whore around when these guys would rather wet their dicks with clingy bitches? I mean, aren’t they supposed to be down for no-strings-attached chicks like me?” 
 
    “You’d think,” I laugh, looking back at Slade to see Damian now perched beside him, desperately trying to gain his attention and continuously glaring at me when Slade ignores his attempts. 
 
    I groan and bring the joint to my lips before lighting it up which is the exact same moment that Slade glances over here. 
 
    Fuck me. 
 
    He’s never actually said that he doesn’t approve of me smoking, but from the way he turns up his nose and scowls every time it’s mentioned, his views on the topic are made crystal clear. Just as expected, he shakes his head as though I’m the most despicable woman he’s ever laid eyes on, and for this millionth time in the last eight days, it kills me. 
 
    The only time he’s ever looked at me like that was on that very first day when he made me feel so freaking small. He knows what he’s doing. He knows the effect he has on me. He’s doing this to make me hurt. This is my punishment; one I don’t deserve. 
 
    I let out a sigh. This is going to be a long fucking night. 
 
    Nessa and I sit for an hour, talking shit and drinking. The bottle is nearly gone but I’m in far too much of a mood to be enjoying it. I don’t doubt that I’ll be wobbling around the second I get to my feet, but for now, it’s helping me to forget the imposing man sitting across the yard who keeps my heart captured. 
 
    If he doesn’t want me then surely it’s fair to let me go, right? Why won’t he let me go and put me out of my misery? 
 
    I find myself getting to my feet, keeping my eyes narrowed on Slade. My legs feel like jelly beneath me. “Sky, where the hell are you going?” Nessa calls from below, having to raise her voice over the noise. 
 
    I put her out of my mind. I have one job and one job only. 
 
    I start crossing the yard, knocking into people and sending their drinks toppling down to the grass. They turn their pissed off glares my way and have a few words to say about it. I keep walking, not sparing them a single thought. 
 
    By the time I reach him, his dark, intense eyes are already on mine and they give me pause. I don’t think I’ve ever seen them look so dark. Hell, if I didn’t know better, I’d be running in the opposite direction. 
 
    Slade stands and looms over me, making the partiers stop and gawk while pulling out their phones, ready for a showdown. It’s no secret that something is going on between us and the rest of the school has been desperate to find out the details. 
 
    “What do you want?” he demands, his voice low and terrifying, that tone he saves only for the enemy, one that seems so much worse than my first day at school. 
 
    “So, you’re just going to continue hating me for this bullshit?” I demand, waving my hands around and getting burned as my fingers brush over his heated skin. “What did you expect me to do? She was the one who stood to lose everything, not you. Have you thought about anyone else but yourself?” 
 
    He bares down toward me and my jelly legs give out. I start falling and his vice-like grip circles my arm and hoist me back to my feet. “You think you can just come in here and air all my dirty fucking laundry?” he demands, looking at me as though he truly hates me, but it’s no secret that there’s a deep hurt beneath the surface and I hate that I’m the one who put it there. I want nothing more than to take away his pain but I don’t think that’s possible. He’s too far gone. 
 
    Slade pushes me away and I stagger as I try to catch myself. “Go home, Skylah. You’re fucking wasted.” 
 
    I pause, staring up at him with hurt. 
 
    How can he be so cruel? 
 
    Have I been wasting my time, falling for someone too closed off to feel anything real? Is he too cruel to fall in love? 
 
    Slade shakes his head when I don’t make a move. “I’m out,” he says, aimed at Damian while his eyes remain tightly locked on mine. 
 
    He strides past me, his long arm nearly bowling me over as he passes and I’m left staring at Damian, begging myself not to cry. He walks towards me, keeping a distance. “Slade’s right. You should go. You’ve had too much to drink. Go and sleep it off.” My tears start to fall and Damian sighs. “Just go. I’ll come and check on you tomorrow.” 
 
    With that, he walks away, leaving me standing here, an absolute mess. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    My feet drag, one step after another as the tears stream down my face. 
 
    I really fucked it up. It’s over. He’s too mad, too hurt to find forgiveness and peace within and it’s going to eat him alive. 
 
    He’ll never be able to let this go. I’m always going to be that girl who he thought was special but at the first chance, betrayed his trust. 
 
    He’s hurting so bad, but deep down I feel that it’s not me he’s pissed at. Lucien is the enemy here. His mom is the one who kept the secret and his morals are telling him how damn wrong it would be to take it out on her. Lucien isn’t here to get the brunt of his anger and that only leaves me, the piece of the puzzle that ties it all together. 
 
    Hurting me is his way of releasing the anger he has for this whole bullshit situation. All I know is that he’s left this wide open, gaping hole in my chest that does nothing but ache. 
 
    Headlights appear behind me and when they don’t fly past like the rest of the cars have, I groan and I look back. It’s too dark to make out the car and with the headlights shining right on my ass, I’m practically blinded by it, but there’s no doubt who it is. 
 
    Fucking Damian. 
 
    I narrow my eyes and flip him the bird knowing this is his way of dealing with being caught in the middle. He wants to hate me for Slade’s sake but doesn’t have enough evidence to know why he should, so he’s stuck. He’s keeping loyal to me by following me home and making sure I get there safely while also remaining loyal to Slade and not actually offering me the ride. 
 
    I don’t need his help. I’m a big fucking girl and I’ve managed so far on my own. 
 
    I start walking backward and hold my hands out wide. “Fuck off, Damian,” I yell into the night, knowing that prick doesn’t drive anywhere without his window down. “I don’t need your help. Why don’t you go and run off to your boss, keep being his little bitch? Why don’t you suck his dick for him too? I know you’d like that, it’s pretty big, you know? Oh, wait. Of course, you already know.” 
 
    His only response is to turn his high beams on me which has my hand flying up in front of my face, trying to protect myself from blindness. I flip him off again, making sure to hold it there a few seconds longer than necessary, just to make sure he gets my point. 
 
    “FUCK YOU,” I yell, remembering that Damian can sometimes be a little slow so naturally, he’ll probably need that extra little push to help him really understand the message I’m trying to get across. 
 
    I turn back around and keep walking. All I want to do is get home and pretend tonight never happened. Wait, scrap that. I’m going to pretend this whole week didn’t happen. Who knows, maybe I’ll wake up tomorrow in Slade’s arms and realize it was all just some bullshit nightmare. 
 
    My feet continue dragging and I curse myself for drinking so much. I should have left the vodka on the table where it belonged. Soda would have gone down a lot smoother and also wouldn’t have had me stumbling around the fucking streets like an idiot. 
 
    I reach for the joint that I only managed to get halfway through during the party and place it between my lips as I pat down all my pockets, searching for that damn lighter. I find it tucked into the inside of my underwear and chuckle to myself and I attempt to get it out. 
 
    There’s a slight breeze blowing through the night so actually lighting this thing proves a little harder than my alcohol fuzzed mind can handle. 
 
    Within seconds of getting it lit, I inhale deeply and let out my breath, sighing as the hit is exactly what I need. 
 
    Damian finally gets the hint and I take another hit as his car starts speeding up behind me and fish tales around. I’m about to watch his stupid ass disappear into the distance when the car comes to a screeching stop, forcing its front tires up over the sidewalk. 
 
    Panic shoots through me. 
 
    This isn’t Damian’s Mustang. 
 
    I take a step back as my eyes scan over the black SUV. The windows are blacked out but my gut is telling me what I don’t want to know. 
 
    Lucien Valentine. 
 
    He’s finally come for me. 
 
    I take another step and then another. 
 
    My mind is telling me to run but my body isn’t responding. I should be halfway down the street by now, running back to the party where I can hide amongst the bodies. Hell, I should be getting to Blake to let him now Lucien is here. I should be running to Daniella to warn her, and hell, I should be getting my ass home to Shay and Ben to make sure that Lucien can’t hurt them either. 
 
    But Slade… 
 
    I need Slade. 
 
    The door opens and my breath catches as the fear cripples me. Why the hell can’t I run? I see his black shiny shoes first as he slides down from the driver’s seat. His expensive gray suit comes next followed by the face that haunts my dreams. 
 
    I swallow hard, hoping that can somehow help me to suck in a decent breath. 
 
    My whole childhood flashes before my eyes. Be seen and not heard. Maybe that’s why I’m not running. I’ve spent thirteen years feeling trapped, being their perfect poster daughter who obeys every last rule and when stepping out of line, I’ve suffered the consequences, and now it’s time to face the music because running away wasn’t just stepping over the line, I jumped across that bastard and made a mockery of it as I went. 
 
    Lucien steps away from the car and I instinctively take a step back. “I’ve been looking for you,” he rumbles, eyes dark and haunting. No hello, no asking how I’ve been, no checking up on school or my real family, just straight down to the shit storm that is my life. 
 
    He takes another step and I take one back, turning this into some sort of sick dance. “Where’s your brother?” 
 
    “You’ll never see him again.” 
 
    Lucien laughs and the sound sends chills down my spine. It’s the same sound I heard as he pushed me down on my bed, the same sound that came as he tore my underwear off me, it’s the same damn sound that I heard as he forced his way inside my body. 
 
    Images flash through my head from that night and it’s almost enough to send me spiraling. I want to crumble, but I can’t. Crumbling means he wins and I’ll be damned if I ever let that happen again. 
 
    Why did I have to be so stupid as to drink half a fucking bottle of vodka? I dropped the ball again. I should have been ready. Hell, I went to the fucking cops only a week ago. How stupid could I have been? 
 
    Realizing this is a fight or flight situation, I drop the joint to the ground and crush it beneath my foot, freeing my hands in case I need to fight for my freedom. 
 
    He takes another step, but this time I don’t move. I will not succumb to his intimidation. I’m stronger now. 
 
    Braver. Survivor. Warrior. 
 
    “Where’s your brother, girl?” he demands, his voice sailing far throughout the night. 
 
    “He’s out living his life, far away from you and your psycho wife. He’ll never go back, not in a million fucking years. He hates you, he despises you. You’re nothing but trash with money bags.” 
 
    Lucien’s hand snaps out hard and fast, slapping across my skin with a sharp sting and making my head rebound and spin. I stumble on my feet, still pissed off that I drank so much. If I was clear-headed, I would have seen that coming and could have avoided it but my stupidity won out again. 
 
    “Don’t fucking touch me,” I scream, throwing my hands out and forcing myself forward. I slam them into his chest, holding back bile at the thought of touching this man. He’s rocked back, shocked that I had it in me to fight back. “We will never go back. We’re finally free of your bullshit.” 
 
    Lucien’s hand flies out, latching onto my wrist with a grip tight enough to crush my bones. “You’ll fucking go wherever I say you’ll go,” he spits, pulling hard and dragging me back toward his SUV. “I. Own. You.” 
 
    I pull back, desperate to save myself, knowing what kind of fate I’ll endure if I was taken back to that hell. I scream out, desperate to save myself. 
 
    I claw at his hand, knowing damn well that I’m cutting deep grooves into his skin, but he doesn’t relent, treating me like misbehaved property. 
 
    A large body is shoved between us and my wrist is yanked out of his grasp with a hard tug. My body goes flying back and I drop to the ground with a hard thud. I look up, finding a breathless Slade rearing back with a tight fist. He lets his anger free and his punch flies toward Lucien, knocking him back into the side of the SUV. “If you ever fucking touch her again, I will end you.” 
 
    Lucien scrambles to catch himself as he spits blood onto the sidewalk. His eyes are wild, still trying to figure out what the fuck just happened. 
 
    He straightens himself out as I hastily get to my feet and dart behind Slade. His hand flies to his back and I latch onto it with everything I’ve got as I cower behind him, desperate for this nightmare to be over. 
 
    My eyes are wide and wild, terrified and ferocious. My breath comes in rapid movements and I know that one slight movement from Lucien could have me spiraling down into a destructive meltdown. 
 
    Lucien finally rights himself as he studies me with Slade. “What’s this?” he questions, his eyes narrowing curiously, bringing his eyes back to Slade. “When you didn’t respond to my demands, I had no idea it was because you decided to keep the prize for yourself.” 
 
    Every muscle in Slade’s body tightens and I don’t doubt that he’s doing everything within his power to control himself and to not lash out. After all, Lucien plays dirty and I don’t doubt that somewhere in that suit he has a gun, loaded and ready to use on my man. 
 
    Lucien takes another step forward, slow and intimidating and while I’m about ready to pass out from fear, Slade only appears to be getting stronger. “She’s good, isn’t she?” Lucien laughs, desperately trying to get a reaction out of Slade. “Nice and tight.” 
 
    Slade’s hand tightens on mine and I run my thumb over his knuckles, trying to calm him. “I suggest you walk away before I bury you,” Slade responds, not once taking his eyes from his biological father. 
 
    “And I suggest you stay out of business that ain’t yours to be worrying about.” 
 
    “You made sure to make her my business,” Slade reminds him. “You remember, right? When you threaten my family, my life, and my future. So, you best fucking believe that you will never touch her again. She’s mine.” 
 
    Lucien’s lips pull up into a sick grin. “My, my. You really are my son. You’re a greedy little bastard.” 
 
    Slade’s body practically shakes with fury and I squeeze my eyes while silently begging for him not to listen to a damn word Lucien says. “He’s trying to get in your head,” I murmur low, fisting my other hand into the back of his shirt as he protects me with everything he’s got from the man who abused me for way too long. “Don’t let him. You’re so much stronger than him. You’re good and pure. He’s vile. You’re nothing like him, Slade.” 
 
    I feel him begin to relax as the tension seeps out of his tight muscles, but don’t be fooled, he’s still more than ready to go. 
 
    He stands before Lucien, tall and imposing, an absolute force to be reckoned with. I peer around Slade’s side and rest my eyes upon Lucien and what I see has hope surging within me. It’s something I have never seen from this man in my life, something I didn’t even realize he was capable of - fear. 
 
    He senses it just like everyone else Slade has ever faced down. He’s the alpha, always has been and always will be and Lucien doesn’t like it one bit. He knows that Slade is more than willing to stand here all fucking night to protect me and while it’s a good thing. It means that next time, he’ll be more prepared. 
 
    Lucien finally begins to retreat and as he gets to the door of his SUV, he turns, looking back at me with a sick grin that sends chills racing down my spine. “Don’t go anywhere, princess,” he taunts. “You have a wedding to attend and I will be following through on my end of the deal.” 
 
    With that, he laughs and slips back into his car. 
 
    Slade doesn’t move an inch or let up on my hand until Lucien’s car reverses back off the sidewalk and disappears down the street, way out of sight. 
 
    I finally start to breathe and the second he releases my hand, my knees buckle and I fall back down to the hard ground as the terror washes over me. Sobs tear up my throat and I bury my face into my hands. 
 
    This whole time I’ve been preparing myself for this. I’ve locked my window, locked the doors, told everyone important to me to be on the lookout, I’ve even slept with a knife and threatened to use it on Slade’s neck thinking it was him. But not once did I think about how I would feel, how I would react, and what sort of horrors it would wash over me. 
 
    I wasn’t ready. Not in the least. 
 
    Slade crouches down and holds me between his legs, his knees on either side of me. His arms circle me, one holding my head to his chest and the other soothing up and down my back. “It’s alright, Virago. He’s gone. You’re safe with me. What did I tell you? You’ll always be safe with me.” 
 
    His words are just empty words and yes, while he kept me safe, he doesn’t mean it. He ended things and I was lucky that he must have heard my scream, but what happens next time when he moves on and it’s another girl he’s protecting? What am I supposed to do then? 
 
    Lucien made it damn clear that he’s coming back for me and considering I’m expected to marry Marcus Mahony in less than four months, I don’t doubt that he’d be coming soon. Marcus would be nervous hearing that I’m gone and Lucien would be doing everything he can to assure him that I’ll be back and ready to walk down the aisle on my eighteen birthday, even if it means handcuffing me to the priest. 
 
    I cry into Slade’s chest, finding it impossible to calm myself. Five minutes turn into ten and before I know it, I’m being lifted off the ground. I curl into him, hating him seeing me like this, but being so glad that he’s here. 
 
    I’ve always prided myself on being stronger but now I see no way out. It’s inevitable. Whether it’s today or tomorrow, Lucien will get me. It’s not possible for Slade to always be there and the second he turns his back, Lucien will make his move. 
 
    My strength is no match for his. I’m weak and pathetic. He proved that to me the night he forced his way inside my room and he proved it to me again in the way he so easily tugged me toward his car. Had Slade not been there, I’d be long gone by now. 
 
    Slade walks with me in his arms until he’s showing up at my door. He walks in, makes his way down the hall and puts me straight into my bed, making sure to leave some tissues, pain killers and a glass of water on my bedside table. 
 
    He looks down at me and I refuse to meet his eyes, knowing that once I do, I’m going to break all over again. Without another word, he silently walks from my room and closes my bedroom door, the sound all too final. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    I wake and stare up at the ceiling while shaking my hand. I don’t think I’ve ever clutched my knife so hard in my life. My hand is red-raw and my brain hurts. It was a night spent filled with tears, torment, and fear. 
 
    I tossed and turned until five in the morning, constantly looking at the window. I think I’m going to have to ask Shay and Ben if I can board it up or put bars across it. Hell, maybe I’ll just turn this place into a prison cell, no one in and no one out. 
 
    Slade has been able to sneak in here twice and pull me out of bed with me none the wiser until I’m slammed up against the wall. I can’t trust myself anymore and I don’t know if that scares me more than the promise of Lucien coming back. 
 
    I throw my blanket off and sit up in bed. I instantly see my reflection in my full-length mirror that sits across my room and even from here I can see the puffiness beneath my eyes. The last time I remember crying like that was when I was four years old and I was clutching my baby brother to my chest in a dark basement. I was cold and struggling with the images of my mother’s blood splattering over our walls and windows. I’ve never felt so alone than what I did in that basement with Blake. We were only babies, yet last night, I felt that same fear. 
 
    It’s the unknown that comes to torment me in the night, it’s the shadows that pass by my bedroom window, it’s the sound of night-time critters dashing across the roof and playing in the moonlight. Every last sound had me gasping and throwing myself out of bed, ready for an attack, and realizing that it’s my overactive mind, I was left feeling pathetic…weak. 
 
    I’m miles away from my attacker and he has me reduced to this. I wonder if this is the way Daniella felt all those years? She said she was able to move past it when she found happiness in her husband, but what if happiness isn’t in my cards? I’m used goods. What man is ever going to want me? One little thing has Slade running for the hills. What chances do I have of finding another who could possibly compare to the way he set my body on fire? The way he made my heart race with a single touch? The way he made all the bad fade into the distance? The way he made me happy for the first time in thirteen years… 
 
    The way he saved me. 
 
    Simply put, Slade Cruz is irreplaceable. 
 
    Jokes on me, right? Slade Cruz is too cruel to fall in love. Hell, what does it matter? I’m too broken to fall in love anyway. I’m not worthy, not good, not…clean. 
 
    I get my feet to the floor and reluctantly pull myself out of bed. It’s just after seven in the morning and despite my body begging me to get a few more hours sleep, I know I won’t be able to shut off. Maybe tonight I’ll be able to find enough peace to get a few hours of uninterrupted sleep, but for now, there’s no chance in hell. 
 
    I put myself through a quick shower, hating the feel of the alcohol that sits at the bottom of my stomach. Drinking was a bad fucking idea. It was nice getting to know Nessa a bit more and having a bit of fun while doing it, but I’ve never regretted a decision so much in my life. 
 
    After turning the water cold and running it over my sore, puffy eyes, I get out to face my day. 
 
    Usually, I’d be thrilled that it’s a Sunday. I’d be able to chill out while creating some art, catch up on any missed school work, and binge on Netflix, but not today. Today is going to be filled with nothing but despair. I’m going to be looking around every corner, panicking at every second, and hating myself for all of my shitty decisions since being here in Aston Creek. 
 
    I grab my towel and wrap it tightly around my body before ducking into my room and pulling on a short tank and a pair of high waisted jeans. Today is forecast to be quite warm but seeing as though the sun has hardly had a chance to warm the earth, I grab a jacket and tie it around my waist. 
 
    Grabbing my art supplies and throwing my hair up into a messy bun, I walk out the door. The only thing that has even the slightest shot at helping to ease my mind is sitting out on the bench by the basketball court with my pencils and sketchpad. It’s one of the few places in this godforsaken town that holds a few good memories and if I plan on giving myself even the tiniest shot at having an alright day, then this is my only hope. Either this or begging Blake to hang out with me but that would only result in him asking questions and I’m not ready for that. 
 
    Making my way towards the front door, I stop by the kitchen and tear out a corner from the back page of my sketchpad and start writing out a note. 
 
      
 
    Shay, 
 
    Don’t stress when you find my empty bed. 
 
    I had a shitty night and couldn’t sleep. I’ll tell you about it this afternoon, though maybe we should stop by the store and pick up some ice cream. I don’t think you’re going to like this story. Actually, this might be the third time you’ll demand a visit to the police station. Don’t worry though, I’m safe. 
 
    I’ve gone to the park to draw for a bit. 
 
    I’m not sure when I’ll be home, probably when I get hungry. 
 
    Love you, 
 
    Sky 
 
      
 
    I reposition my sketchpad under my arm and make my way to the front door, giving a smile to Blake who’s half-asleep on the couch with a throw rug that starts at his waist and stops at his shins. From the look of it, he was drinking again last night, though I guess it’s a bonus that he passed out on the couch and not the floor. I’m really going to have to teach this kid how to hold his liquor. You’d think from the size of him, he’d have no issue but it seems he’s a lightweight. On the plus side, he didn’t reveal any tragic secrets last night. 
 
    I walk out the door and find myself stopping. I never hesitate like this but here I am, looking up and down the street and making sure no rich mobsters are about to drag me into their SUV’s for an arranged marriage. 
 
    Realizing I’m overthinking things just as I have all night, I make my way toward the sidewalk when I glance back at my home, double-checking that I closed the door properly and that my bedroom window is locked. After all, if I was to come home to find my family hurt or Blake gone, I’d never forgive myself. Their safety is my number one priority. 
 
    As my eyes scan over my window, I can’t help but notice a body, sprawled out beneath it in the long grass. His light snores speak right to my soul and I find everything within me caving. 
 
    That idiot spent the night there. 
 
    I drop my sketchpad and pencils to the ground and make my way toward him. He couldn’t possibly be comfortable down there with only a thin patch of grass beneath his head. He should go home to his own bed, under his mother’s roof so she can finally breathe right. 
 
    I crouch down beside him, hating that he’s done this. What good is sleeping under my window? No wonder I kept thinking I could hear shit. It was probably him all freaking night. 
 
    I place my hand onto his thigh and gently shake him awake. 
 
    Slade’s eyes fly open and for a brief moment, he looks confused and a little unsure what the hell he’s doing waking up in someone’s yard. His eyes adjust and it doesn’t take long for the confusion to fade away. 
 
    His eyes scan over my face as he stretches and pushes himself up against the brick wall, not yet ready to get up. “Shit,” he grumbles, glancing away. “I was hoping to be long gone before you woke up.” 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep,” I explain. 
 
    “I know, I could hear you.” 
 
    I look down, not quite sure what to do here. Our relationship is completely up in the air and I have no idea what’s going on. One minute he’s telling me that he’s done and looking at me as though he’ll never trust me again and the next, he’s saving me from boogeymen and keeping watch under my window all night. 
 
    All sorts of emotions circle my heart but I try not to let them affect me. If I think too hard about this, all I’m going to do is cause myself more pain, pain that I simply can’t handle right now. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I question, only now realizing that my hand is still on his thigh. I slide it away, dropping it off his leg and into the grass, both of us watching it as though the movement is dangerous enough to kill. 
 
    The Slade I was talking to last night at the party would have been on his feet and halfway down the street by now, but he remains, not taking his gaze off my hand that picks at the blades of grass by my feet. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to stay,” he murmurs, reaching for my hand and then pulling back and making my heart squeeze in the worst kind of way. “I started to leave but the image of Lucien dragging you away kept flashing in my mind. He’s too close. I couldn’t risk him coming back for you.” 
 
    Words get stuck in my throat as I try to unjumble my thoughts. What does this mean? Why does he even care? Are we together or are we not? And damn it, why does he keep wanting to protect me if he said he was done? 
 
    “I…” I start before letting the words fall flat. I really don’t know what to say so I stick with the only appropriate thing in our fucked-up situation. I lower my voice to a barely audible whisper, knowing that he’s so damn in tune with me that it wouldn’t even matter what I say, he’d be able to read me like a book. “Thank you.” 
 
    His dark, tiresome gaze slowly sweeps up from my hand and as it finally reaches my own, he finally lets me in. He’s so damn broken but more than that, he’s terrified of what this could mean, terrified of losing me, terrified of his family getting hurt, and terrified of who he is. 
 
    My heart aches watching him and the second he reaches for me, I fly into him, straddling his lap and curling my body into his as my arms snakes around his neck. 
 
    Slade drops his face into the curve of my neck and I realize that all this time, all he needed was a fucking hug. 
 
    He holds me tight and at this moment, I feel as though he’ll never let me go. I feel as though I’m everything he’ll ever need in this word. In fact, maybe I’m exactly that. I’ve been needing this connection with him more than I ever knew. He’s my whole fucking world and being apart from him, not being able to hold him has torn me to shreds. 
 
    My heart races in his arms and for the briefest moment, everything is right in the world. How could he not want this? We’re so right together. He’s my other half. 
 
    The realization hits me hard; I am in love with Slade Cruz. 
 
    I am so damn over the moon, excruciatingly in love with this man. How could I have not figured it out? I knew I was heading down this path but maybe it wasn’t until I saw the man sleeping in the grass and going to all lengths to protect me that I truly understood what it was. All I know is that to be out of his arms with his heart not belonging to me would be the worst kind of torture. 
 
    I love him. I‘m so fucking in love with him. 
 
    I don’t know how much time passes, all I know is that I hold him tighter and tighter as every second passes by. I need this man in my life like I need to breathe. I don’t want to be that cliché bitch who says he completes me but…you know, I think he might. 
 
    Shit. I wish I was stronger to not have to feel this way but apparently, I’m only human. 
 
    What am I going to do if he pushes me away? I knew it last night. I tried to convince myself that he was too cruel to fall in love. Sure, he might lust for me, might like me a little more than the last girl, but love? I don’t think that’s a possibility when it comes to Slade Cruz. 
 
    When I first met him, falling in love was the furthest thing from my mind and as I got closer, it was about the way he made everything bad fade away. But love? I’m in real trouble here. He’s always had the potential to break me, but now…now he has the ability to destroy me. 
 
    When Slade finally pulls his head from the curve of my neck, he presses a kiss to my forehead and then leans back against the house. The early morning sun beams down on his face, turning his deep, dark eyes to delicious honey that has me drowning within their depths. “We shouldn’t be doing this,” he murmurs, making my heart clench. 
 
    Don’t do this. Please, don’t do this. 
 
    “We can,” I insist, searching his gaze and praying that I can find even a sliver of hope within them. “We can get through this. We’re going to be fine.” 
 
    I find his hands and lace my fingers through his, not wanting to let go as he shakes his head. “How can you say that?” he questions softly, the pain shining through his eyes so much stronger than the sun above. “Even if I could get past the fact that you betrayed me, how am I supposed to be with you knowing that I’m his son? The man who gave me life attacked you and my mother. I share his blood. How could I possibly subject you to that? You need to be away from me. You should be running for the fucking hills not trying to cling onto yet another connection to him. I’ll never be free of him, but you can.” 
 
    After the night filled with tears, I didn’t think it was possible for me to ever cry again, but tears spring to my eyes and I do everything in my power to hold them back. I don’t want to be that pathetic girl who breaks down and cries over a man. Despite last night being a completely different situation, Slade saw more tears than I’ve ever allowed another human being to witness and that was already more than I could handle. I can’t be vulnerable like that again. I won’t. 
 
    I’m strong. Independent. 
 
    “You can’t say that,” I tell him, bringing our hands between us and holding them tight. “You’re not him. You were raised by parents who love and adore you. You weren’t raised to be a monster like him. You were raised with a kind heart, good morals, and the ability to care. He doesn’t possess any of that. You. Are. Nothing. Like. Him.” 
 
    His eyes flutter closed for the briefest moment before opening them with resignation. “You’re wrong,” he murmurs. “If you weren’t there last night, I would have killed him. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I wanted to curl my fingers around his neck and squeeze it until all signs of life left his body. Is that the kind of man you want to be with? He said so himself, I’m just like him. I may have been raised differently, but I share his blood. It’s part of my DNA, a part of who I am.” 
 
    “Don’t,” I tell him. “It’s one thing to push me away, but trying to convince yourself that you’re anything like that man is insane. How can you not see it? I know him. I’ve spent thirteen years with him and I know damn well, that you are nothing like that.” 
 
    “How can you not see it?” he shoots back at me. 
 
    “Because I know you,” I rush out, hating the traitorous tears as they fall to my cheeks. I press my finger into his chest, feeling the desperation starting to crush me. “I didn’t fall in love with someone like that. I fell in love with this incredible man sitting before me, with the man that I know you are, not this insane version that you’re trying to convince yourself that you are. That’s not you.” 
 
    His head falls back against the house as his chest rises and falls with rapid movements. He stares at me, holding my gaze hostage, neither one of us ready to look away. 
 
    A whole minute of silence passes when he takes my hips and lifts us both off the ground. He gently grazes his lips over mine before dropping his forehead to mine. “You’re not in love with me, Virago. You just want to be.” 
 
    With that, he starts to pull away and I stare after him, unable to catch my breath. 
 
    Slade starts making his way down the sidewalk and is just passing the boundary line of my property when I call out to him. “Wait,” I call over a lump in my throat. He turns back and what I see in his eyes nearly breaks me. He’s broken and I realize that saying those words tore him apart. Maybe he is capable of love after all. 
 
    He waits patiently as I take a few steps toward him, refusing to get any closer to the man who’s intent on breaking my heart. “Your mom…” I start. “There may be a whole lot of unresolved shit between us right now, but at least stop hurting her. She’s been through enough. She’s worried about you.” 
 
    “Stay out of it, Sky. This is between me and my mom.” 
 
    “I can’t, Slade. I know what she’s feeling. I know what it’s like to lose you and I sure as hell know what it’s like to have your innocence stolen by that man, to be left feeling ashamed and scared. Yes, she kept this from you to protect you from the truth, and yeah, I know it sucks, but hasn’t she been through enough?” I take a breath and another step toward him. “I get it, okay, keep punishing me if it makes each day easier for you, but stop hurting her. She’s been dealing with this for over twenty years and she’s scared, so fucking scared, Slade. He’s coming for her just as much as he’s coming for me and instead of being there for her and letting her know that no matter what, you’re going to protect her, you’re pushing her away.” 
 
    Despite my speech being over, Slade still remains, standing way over by the boundary line, looking as though I just slapped him in the face, and seeing as though I now have nothing to lose. I decide to keep going. 
 
    I walk over to my sketchpad and pencils and as I scoop them out of the grass, I meet his eyes once again. “She told me about it the morning I first slept at your place. She didn’t mean to tell me as much as she did but I forced it out of her. I wanted to tell you so bad but I knew I couldn’t. It wasn’t my secret to tell.” 
 
    I walk towards him with caution, almost as though he’s a scared animal that could run at any second and when I step in front of him, I take his hands, rubbing my thumb over his bruised knuckles. “Every day I wished she would find the courage to tell you. I know how damn hard it is to share that with anyone, especially someone you love and I’m so damn proud of her finally taking that step and letting you in. Surely you know that it was never my intention to hurt you. I had a decision to make and deep down, you know I made the right one.” 
 
    He watches me for a moment, not saying a word as he turns his hand in mine and brings it to his lips. He presses a gentle kiss to the top of my hand and then places it back by my side as though it’s fragile. 
 
    His eyes come to mine one more time and then with one painful beat, he turns around and walks away. “Slade,” I call one last time, watching as he looks back over his shoulder. “You’re wrong, I do love you and I’m not going to give up on this.” 
 
    His eyes bore into mine and not being able to handle watching him walk away again, I turn and leave, hoping that he has it within himself to forgive me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    I sit beside Nessa as I stare across the cafeteria at Slade with a heaviness that sits on my heart. 
 
    His mom called me yesterday and explained that Slade had finally come around and that they talked. She thanked me for speaking with him and honestly, it was the best damn news I’ve heard in a long time. If only he was able to do the same for me. 
 
    Just my luck that the first time I tell a man that I’m in love with him, he tries telling me that I’ve got it all wrong. Who does that? What kind of response is that? I was prepared for an emotional kiss or even the awkward ‘thank you,’ but flat out telling me that I was wrong. Screw him. I know what I’m feeling and deep down, despite feeling that he’s too cruel for love, I also feel that maybe I could be wrong too. Maybe I judged him too quickly. 
 
    Slade Cruz is definitely cruel, but that side of him only comes out when he’s trying to protect someone or when he’s been betrayed, and unfortunately for me, I’ve been on the receiving end of both of those situations. 
 
    I’ve come to know him pretty damn well over the past few weeks, and I don’t just mean every crevice of his body. Every single day, I find something new about him that captures me just that bit more. The way he plays basketball, the way he always finds my eyes in a busy room, his smile, the way his hands are always fidgeting except for when there’s a basketball in them, then he’s bouncing it. 
 
    There are so many little things that pull me in. I’m not going to lie, I’m one of those girls who was first drawn in by his appearance and that sexy alpha ego that surrounds him. I was drawn to the hype and the fear, I was drawn to the way he was able to make me forget the bad and replace it with goosebumps that roam over my skin, but then, he let me in and I was drawn to his heart like a moth to a flame. 
 
    It kills me that he compares himself to Lucien Valentine. He’s nothing like him and I could tell him that until I was blue in the face but he’d never believe me. He’s far too stubborn for that shit. 
 
    Nessa groans from beside me and I welcome her distraction. Anything is better than this pathetic moping over a big swamp turd who may or may not be oblivious to the fact that I’m in love with him. 
 
    “What?” I grumble, stealing my eyes away from Slade’s way too heavy ones, desperate for her to start talking so I can get my mind away from my irritating reality. 
 
    “Rachel Freaking Carter.” 
 
    My brows draw down as I glance across the cafeteria to the girl in question. “What’s your issue with her?” I ask as we watch her prance across the cafeteria like the princess she claims to be. 
 
    “She’s next on my list,” Nessa explains with a sigh, clearly not too pleased. 
 
    “You mean your ‘somehow get everyone I’ve ever wronged to like me again’ list?” 
 
    “Yep. That’s the one,” she says. “Kirsten got her extensions put in yesterday and loved them then somehow got a mani/pedi out of me too. Though I’d deny it if you ever repeat this, but it was kind of worth it. You should try it one of these days. Being kind actually makes you feel pretty damn good.” 
 
    Booming laughter comes up and surprises the shit out of me and I don’t know whether it’s because she’s suggesting I should try being nice or because she’s about to attempt the impossible. 
 
    I skip straight over her ‘kind’ comments and go for the juicy stuff. “Dare I ask what you did to Rachel for her to put you on her shit list?” 
 
    Nessa grins and for a moment, it’s nearly as devilish as one of Damian’s. “What haven’t I done to that girl?” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. The first I can remember was in grade four when she asked to borrow some hand sanitizer, but she would ask me every single day and use it all up, so I sort of filled it with super glue.” 
 
    She laughs to herself as I suck in an intrigued breath. “You didn’t.” 
 
    “Yeah, her hands were glued down on the table for most of the day. Our teacher had to hand feed her lunch while the school nurse tried to free her. They were there for hours.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I laugh. 
 
    “I swear to God,” she says, holding her hand over her heart. “It’s been war ever since then, but she brings it on herself. She’s a self-righteous bitch. She puts on this fake, innocent smile and pretends to be a victim, but we all know that she’s the devil in disguise.” 
 
    “And you want to make up with her?” 
 
    “I have no choice. It’s on my list.” 
 
    “Shit, I can burn the list if you want me to. We can pretend it never happened.” 
 
    “No,” she groans, getting up and then pulling on my arm. “Come on, we have to do this.” 
 
    “Woah,” I say, yanking my arm back out of her grip. “No one said anything about ‘we.’ This is all you, baby.” 
 
    “Come on,” Nessa pleads. “This’ll never work if I go in alone. She’s going to jump straight down my throat with the rest of the cheer skanks, at least with you by my side, she’ll pause long enough to maybe hear me out.” 
 
    I scrunch my face, so not wanting to do this. I’ve always prided myself on being a loyal person, despite what Slade currently thinks. If Nessa and I are going to have a shot at a great friendship, then I need to have her back just as I’d hope she’d have mine. 
 
    “Fine,” I say, stepping out from behind the table. “Do you even have a game plan or are you just winging it?” 
 
    “Are you going to go running for the hills if I told you that I was going to wing it?” 
 
    I consider her statement for a short second. “I don’t know,” I tell her. “I wouldn’t go running for the hills either way. If you fuck it up, you’re going to be known as the one who can’t close, but if you miraculously pull this off, you’ll forever have my respect.” 
 
    “Well, damn. I didn’t realize we were upping the stakes.” 
 
    “Gotta keep it interesting,” I wink. 
 
    “Speaking of keeping things interesting,” she murmurs, lowering her voice so the tables we’re weaving through don’t overhear our conversation. “That whole turning Slade blue thing, that wasn’t you, was it?” 
 
    I grin wide and not another word is needed. 
 
    “I fucking knew it,” she cheers. “That was so fucking epic. I was sitting there through that whole damn game trying not to laugh at him.” 
 
    At the mention of Slade, I find my gaze sweeping across the cafeteria to find him and I’m not surprised to find his intense stare already on me. As we start approaching Rachel and our target becomes obvious, his eyes narrow in suspicion. We take one more step in Rachel’s direction and his control slips. 
 
    Slade throws himself from his chair, clutching onto the back of it as though it has the power to keep him grounded. I shake my head at him. I know Rachel is unpredictable and has a mean streak, but high school bitches are my forte. Besides, I don’t need his protection, I can handle myself. If anything, Slade Cruz has one important lesson to learn in life; he needs to stay in his own damn lane. 
 
    I guess it doesn’t matter anyway. If I’m no longer Slade’s girlfriend, then I don’t need to play nice with Rachel because Damian likes to use her as a fuck toy. I mean, I’m still friends with Damian so technically I should be respecting it, but I really don’t think Damian would give a fuck if I had an issue with her. Hell, he’d be the first one on the sidelines, cheering us on and praying for a catfight while throwing bikinis and jello at us. 
 
    After what feels like forever, Rachel finally notices us coming and by the time we reach her, I have an imposing asshole standing at my back. I jam my elbow back into him, letting him know exactly what I think of him being here, but he’s quick to catch it and force it back by my side. 
 
    I don’t get to focus on the feel of his skin on mine for long as Rachel looks over us and instead of the scared, nervous tension that should be radiating off her, she grins. “Took you long enough.” 
 
    “What took long enough?” Nessa questions, throwing out the same very question that I was only moments from asking. 
 
    Slade’s hand drops to my waist but instead of it being the gentle caress of needing to hold me, it feels more like a grip, holding me back in case I feel like lashing out. My hand falls on top of his and when I try to push it off me, his grip only tightens until I have no choice but to leave it. Though to be honest, I’m not exactly complaining. 
 
    I keep my hand over his and as he feels the pressure disappear from mine, his grip loosens. His fingers weave up through mine and my heart instantly races, wondering what the hell this could mean. 
 
    Rachel acts as though Nessa didn’t say a damn word and turns her gaze on me, smirking with pride. “My video,” she admits. “You liked it, didn’t you? It was pretty fucking good. Though, I’m a little disappointed it’s taken you this long to figure it out. It’s not as though I made it hard. There was practically a trail of breadcrumbs, but I have to admit, I’m annoyed that I haven’t received the recognition that I deserve.” 
 
    Slade’s hand squeezes again pulling me back as I go to take a step forward. Nessa glances up at me and without saying a word, I know exactly what she’s trying to tell me - fuck this bitch and my goddamn list. 
 
    With everything that’s been happening over the past two weeks, I’d nearly forgotten all about that damn video. After Slade’s warning to the school, not one person has even dared speak about it, yet here we are and I’ve got a score to settle. 
 
    My fists pump with adrenalin as the horrid emotions that video caused me begin to resurface. I’ve been humiliated in many ways but that video was brutal. 
 
    It all becomes so damn clear to the point that I feel like an idiot for not seeing it before. Rachel was there every single time. She’s the one that’s been following me around like some kind of stalker. She’s the creep. Hell, she was even there that afternoon when Slade and I came tumbling out of the supply closet. 
 
    “You know,” I say, not wanting to admit that I hadn’t actually worked out that it was her. “I did like your video, in fact, I loved it.” Rachel’s eyes narrow and I allow her to see the real me, the one who’s faced hell, the one who’ll take no prisoners. “I never got a chance to thank you properly.” 
 
    As if on cue, Damian appears behind her while Slade drops his hand and moves to my side, silently letting me know that he’s not going to hold me back. Nessa moves around and within moments, they’ve formed a circle around us. No one in, no one out. 
 
    It’s like letting a rabid animal loose on a little kitty, and damn it, I’m going to enjoy this. 
 
    Sensing what’s going on, Rachel’s eyes grow wide and it’s clear that in the many ways this could have gone, never did she expect an actual ass-kicking. Girls like her with bitchy mouths are hoping for some petty war with nasty words, but not me. I handle my business just a little differently. 
 
    Rachel glances back at Damian, silently asking for his help, but Damian is loyal to a T, and now that she’s admitted to attacking one of his own, their little arrangement is over. Not to mention, Damian was also put on blast in that video so if she had hoped that she’d still come out with him on her team, she was sorely mistaken. 
 
    Damian takes a step back and everyone standing behind him instantly moves back, terrified to get in his way. Slade does the same and the movement has students scrambling to get out of his way. Nessa follows the boys lead and gets some sort of movement from the onlookers but nowhere near the same reaction as the boys got, but really, I couldn’t care less because the circle around us has suddenly become my ring, one that not even the strongest man would risk entering. 
 
    Rachel’s eyes come back to mine in a panic and as I watch her, I realize that this is my chance to finally prove to the sorry bitches of this school that messing with me comes with consequences. 
 
    I let my lips pull up into an excited grin and upon seeing the crazy beneath my eyes, she runs. 
 
    Slade intercepts her and throws her back at me, knowing I need this more than anything else in this world. 
 
    As her body comes flying back at me, I meet her in the middle. I launch myself at her and she instantly goes down with my body crashing down on top of hers. She reaches out, grabbing hold of my arms and digging her nails in deep. She tries to tear them down my arms but I shake her off, ignoring the pain as my hand curls into a fist and I slam it against her jaw. 
 
    My punch has nowhere near the kind of effect that Slade’s would, but for this bitch, it’s exactly what I need. 
 
    Rachel grabs at my shirt and tries to pull me down while bringing her knee up and slamming it into my back. I hit her again as her fingers curl around my long hair and tug hard. 
 
    Rachel gets me down to the floor and attempts to climb on top of me, desperately needing the upper hand but there’s no way in hell I’m about to let her do that. Not now, not ever. 
 
    I push her hand and she falls back, giving me the second I need to right myself. 
 
    Over the space of the next two minutes, two things become extremely clear. One; she fights like a little bitch, and two; I fight like a man. 
 
    It gets messy and she puts up more of a fight then I had expected, but she’s nothing I can’t handle. I keep her down and by the end, her ass is thoroughly whooped, though I’m not going to lie, we’re both sporting too many injuries to count. 
 
    A teacher comes bounding into the circle and grabs me, throwing me off Rachel and stepping between us. “What the hell is going on here?” 
 
    Complete, utter silence. 
 
    The teacher glares around the room, daring at least one person to speak up but they’re more afraid of ending up like Rachel than of the teacher. 
 
    When realizing where the students’ loyalties lie, he turns on me. “Get your ass down to the principal’s office now.” 
 
    I grin and nod, knowing that this was most likely the only scenario out of this. 
 
    Slade steps forward and takes my hand before pulling me away. “Come on,” he murmurs, curling his arm around my back and leading me out of the cafeteria. “Let me get you out of here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Slade leads me out of the cafeteria and instead of heading toward the principal’s office as I assumed, he leads me out to the student parking lot. “Where are we going?” I question, looking up at him as he slips his hand into his pocket and pulls out his keys. 
 
    “I’m taking you home and cleaning you up.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine on my own,” I tell him, not wanting his pity. Maybe it’s best if we distance ourselves from one another. It couldn’t be healthy doing what we’re doing, not if I ever plan to move on and make the pain go away. 
 
    Slade ignores my comments and unlocks his Dodge RAM before opening the door for me. He helps me up and I cringe as the movement has pain spreading throughout my body. Now I know I whooped Rachel’s ass, but I’m still human and she’s got a nastier bite than I was expecting. 
 
    My scalp hurts from where she tried pulling out chunks of my hair, I have claw marks up and down my arms, my back is bruised from her knee, and I’m pretty damn sure I have a cut lip as I think that brassy taste in my mouth is blood. 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh as Slade closes my door and walks around to the passenger side. The drive back to my place is awkward as fuck. It’s silent with neither one of us knowing what the hell to say. I’ve never had that problem before, yet he has me all choked up and lost for words. 
 
    This stolen moment with him should feel good. I should be hanging out the freaking window and screaming at the people that pass us, letting them know I just whooped a bitch’s ass and got time alone with Slade Cruz out of it…but, it’s not. It feels forced. Why is he even bothering with me? If he doesn’t want this…want me then he should go. He’s only making it harder for both of us. 
 
    He pulls up outside my home and I’m not surprised when he gets out and follows me around to the front door. Since all my stuff is back at school in my locker, I feel around for a key. I check under the welcome mat, under the pot plant, and under the cushion on the deck chair all while Slade watches me. “What are you looking for?” he questions. 
 
    “The spare house key. There has to be one around here somewhere. Shay forgets her keys way too often not to have one.” 
 
    Slade silently steps toward the door and raises his arm up above the frame. His fingers curl around a little metal key and within the next second, he’s dropping it into the palm of my hand, making all sorts of questions fly through my head. 
 
    I glance up at him with a raised brow and he sees the question instantly. Slade shrugs his shoulders. “How do you think I’m always getting in and out of here?” 
 
    “I figured you were going through my bedroom window.” 
 
    “Sometimes. I usually check that first but more times than not, it’s locked.” 
 
    “So, you just steal our spare key and welcome yourself in?” I question, already knowing the answer after he more than happily stole my keys out of my bag. 
 
    He shrugs again. “Hey, when something needs to be said, you can bet that sweet ass of yours that I’m not waiting till morning.” 
 
    I turn to the door and shove the key straight into the lock. “Don’t I know it,” I grumble to myself. The door is pushed open and I find myself stepping into it and then turning on Slade. 
 
    I glance up at him, hating how this makes me feel so sick. “What are you doing?” he questions, hovering out my front door with his brows drawn down in confusion. 
 
    “I don’t think this is a good idea,” I explain. “Maybe you should go back to school.” 
 
    “The hell I am,” he demands, trying to step forward only to be blocked by me. “Come on, what are you really doing?” 
 
    “No, Slade. What are you doing? You told me that we were done and you tore me to fucking pieces, but you won’t leave me alone. Do you have any idea how much it hurts just to see you every day, let alone having you demanding my attention every chance you get? What are we even doing? I tell you that I love you and I get told that I’m wrong, you told me-” 
 
    “You weren’t wrong.” 
 
    “What?” I demand. 
 
    “I was wrong,” he says slowly, stepping into me and forcing me back into the house. He follows me in and kicks the door closed. His eyes meet mine, heavy and intense as he repeats himself. “I. Was. Wrong.” 
 
    My breath catches.  
 
    Slade shakes his head ever so slightly as he presses into me, taking my face in his warm, calloused hand. “What kind of man tries to push away his girl when she tells him that she loves him?” 
 
    “Assholes,” I whisper. 
 
    “Exactly, but it was a rhetorical question.” 
 
    “It needed to be said.” 
 
    He’s silent for a moment as his eyes focus heavily on mine, making my heart race and my chest rise and fall with rapid movements. His hand on my face curls around to the back of my neck as his thumb stretches all the way to my chin and props it up. “I love you, Virago. I’m done pushing you away. No matter how fucking hard I try, I can’t keep away from you, and to be honest, that scares the absolute shit out of me because something tells me that you’re going to run.” 
 
    “Where would I run to?” I ask, watching him, desperately wishing he’d close the gap and kiss me. “I have nowhere to go. You are my home now.” 
 
    Slade moves in closer, so damn close that all I’d need to do is raise my chin to feel his lips on mine. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs. “I was angry and hurting and I couldn’t get past the fact that you didn’t tell me about my mom…about me, but I understand it now and fuck, Sky, I’m so fucking sorry.” 
 
    A beat. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Please, baby,” he murmurs, the agony shining brightly on his handsome features. “Tell me you’ll forgive me? I need you back by my side. I need you in my life more than I need to fucking breathe. You’re my girl, Virago. Don’t make me take no for an answer.” 
 
    I study his eyes, hardly able to believe what I’m hearing, but more than happy to let him sweat it. “You love me,” I state, feeling a strange kind of joy burning brightly within my chest. In fact, it burns so damn bright that it actually kind of hurts. 
 
    “Yeah, Skylah,” he says, brushing his knuckles over the side of my face. “I love you so fucking much.” 
 
    “Then maybe it’s time you stop calling me ‘Virago.’” 
 
    Slade groans and presses his body harder against me. “Would you shut up and let me kiss you?” 
 
    I don’t wait a damn second as I press up onto my tippy-toes and crush my lips against his. Slade’s hand tightens on the back of my neck as he holds me to him, taking complete control. 
 
    I sink into him. 
 
    Slade Cruz has completely captured me. I don’t know how it happened or when, but damn it, he did and he did it good. 
 
    His kiss grows wilder, hungrier…more desperate and I meet him at every step, needing this just as badly as he does. Since the second he told me we were done, I have craved this, I’ve needed it so damn bad that at times it was hard to breathe. He’s my guy, through and through and finally, there’s absolutely no doubt between us. 
 
    All this time I had him wrong, so fucking wrong. It seems that Slade Cruz is capable of absolutely anything and I’m so proud to call him mine. 
 
    Where the hell would I be had Blake and I not made it to Aston Creek? To think that I could still be living under Lucien’s roof as his prisoner, as a victim and not a survivor…damn. I don’t even want to think about that and it’s all because of Slade. He gave me a life to look forward to here. Blake and I might have been the ones to run, but Slade was the one who handed me a future. 
 
    Slade’s hand runs down my arm and I know they say pain is pleasure, but sometimes they’re just fucking wrong. Sometimes pain is just pain. I suck in a sharp breath as his touch stings Rachel’s claw marks on my arm. 
 
    “Fuck, babe,” he says, jumping back from me. “I forgot.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I say, missing his touch and reaching for him again. 
 
    Slade shakes his head and takes my hand before leading me into the kitchen. “It’s not fine,” he tells me. “The whole point of skipping school was to come here and clean you up, not get nasty in the doorway.” 
 
    “Technically, we were inside of the doorway.” 
 
    I don’t see him but I know he’s rolling his eyes. We reach the kitchen counter and he grabs hold of my waist and lifts me onto it as his eyes zone in on mine. “Don’t move,” he warns, pointing a finger at me as though I’m some sort of flight risk. 
 
    He turns toward the kitchen cupboard to where we keep our first aid supplies and I salute his back. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Slade comes striding back to me with our first aid box that seems to have tripled in size since Blake and I first moved in. He places the box down beside me and then scans his eyes up and down my body. “Hmm,” he says, fighting to control a wicked grin. “You’re going to have to lose your shirt.” 
 
    “Really, now?” I question, raising a suspicious brow. 
 
    “Definitely,” he confirms. “You can’t expect me to do a good job if I can’t see what I’m working with.” 
 
    I can’t help but smile at the devil as I slowly raise my arms, letting him take care of business. His tongue runs over his bottom lip as hunger appears deep in his eyes. Cool fingers curl around the hem of my shirt, tickling my ribs as it’s drawn up my skin. 
 
    My shirt is tossed onto the counter and just when I think Slade is going to give in and give me exactly what he wants, his face scrunches up with a cringe. “Damn, Virago. She got you good.” 
 
    “Huh?” I demand, dropping my eyes to my body to find a soft bruising starting to spread over my ribs and a few too many nail scratches. Though, most of them are just red, nothing that’s actually broken the skin. “Damn. I bet she looks worse.” 
 
    “Fuck, yeah. Is it wrong to say that watching you like that had me hard?” 
 
    I shake my head, remembering all the times I’ve watched him in action and how desperate it had me to slam him up against a wall and screw his brains out. “Nope. Trust me, I completely get it.” 
 
    He laughs and despite how badly I want this fun to continue, after seeing the extent of my injuries, Slade now has other priorities. He digs into the first aid kit and starts pulling all sorts of shit out. He grabs a packet of frozen peas from the freezer and demands I put it over my knuckles then starts rubbing cream into the scratches on my arm. 
 
    He works in silence while I try my best not to maul him as every touch of my skin has my body burning with need. The longer it takes, the further his brows drop. At first, I figured he was concentrating on doing a good job, but now he looks more as though he’s deep in thought. 
 
    “What’s up?” I finally ask, taking his chin between my fingers and lifting his gaze to mine. 
 
    He pulls away and keeps trying to work. “Don’t worry about it, babe. I want to finish this. I don’t like seeing you hurting.” 
 
    “It can wait a few minutes,” I insist, forcing his eyes back to mine once again. “What’s bothering you?” 
 
    Slade’s lips pull into a tight line and after a beat, he finally resigns. “I’m not really sure that I should be bringing it up.” 
 
    A frustrated groan comes tearing out of me. “Slade, just tell me what’s up.” 
 
    “It’s something that Lucien said the other night.” 
 
    I lean back as my brows shoot up into my hairline. Shock rocks through me. I was expecting a few things but definitely not that. Cautiously, I study his features and get this over and done with. “Go on…” 
 
    “He said you had a wedding to attend, but I got the feeling he meant something more.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I take hold of his shoulders as I try to work out how to explain this. “You’re not going to like it,” I warn him, trying to imagine how he’s going to react to this bullshit. 
 
    “Straight up, babe. Hit me with it.” 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh, preparing myself to hit him with yet another secret from my past. “I’m sure you wouldn’t be surprised to find that Lucien doesn’t exactly do things by the law when it comes to his business deals.” 
 
    Slade nods, already on board but his brows are drawn, confused as to why Lucien’s business deals would have anything to do with a wedding. I see the thoughts and guesses practically flying through his head but there’s no way in hell he’d be able to guess this one. 
 
    I take his hand as he places it on my thigh, unsure how he’s going to take this. “So, Lucien made a business deal with one of his partners, Marcus Mahony…actually, you could call it more of a purchase…” 
 
    Slade’s eyes bounce back and forth between mine. I see him physically trying to hold himself back from yelling at me to hurry up and get it out, but it’s not one of those things you can just rip off like a band-aid. 
 
    “Babe,” he whispers, threading his fingers through mine, clearly able to see how hard this is. “What was the deal?” 
 
    I swallow back fear as I remind myself that no matter what, this man standing before me loves me. I can tell him these horrors from my past and know that he’s going to stand by my side every step of the way. 
 
    I let out a shaky breath. “The deal was, that Lucien gets a shitload of money, and on my eighteenth birthday, Marcus gets a bride.” 
 
    Slade’s hand tightens in mine and I meet his eyes but I don’t think he actually sees me. He’s far away and hell, I don’t even hear him breathing right now. 
 
    He tears his hand from mine and throws himself away, instantly fuming. He begins pacing, hands at his temples and shaking his head. “What the fuck, Skylah?” he demands. “What kind of fucked up bullshit is that?” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” he continues as though I hadn’t said a damn word. “What was he expecting? He was going to roll in his cash, completely forgetting about you while you slept in a strange man’s bed and were most likely raped every fucking night?” 
 
    I meet his eyes and I don’t need to say a word. He knows he’s right. 
 
    “It’s supposed to be the wedding of the fucking year,” I grumble under my breath, the sarcasm thick in my tone. 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck,” he demands, stepping back into me and pulling me in tight against his warm chest. “What did your…Maria say about all of this?” 
 
    I nuzzle my face into his shirt. “She couldn’t have been more thrilled. The night I ran…the night her husband was forcing himself on me, she was too busy meeting with the wedding planner to realize that anything was going on. Not that she’d ever do anything to stop it.” 
 
    “So, she wouldn’t give a shit if this Marcus hurt you?” 
 
    I shake my head. “She didn’t when I was fourteen so I highly doubt she would when I was of age.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    My eyes drop away, too ashamed. “Didn’t you know that women were placed on this earth to please their man and Marcus was considered mine at fourteen. Whatever he wanted, he got from me. I guess I was lucky that Lucien included my virginity as part of the deal.” 
 
    Slade’s eyes blaze with fury. “Fuck, Skylah. I thought Lucien hurt you just that once. Are you telling me this shit started when you were just fourteen?” 
 
    I nod and he sucks in a sharp breath, turning around and clutching onto the counter as he tries to control himself. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I should have told you about that earlier but it’s not exactly the easiest thing to talk about.” 
 
    His head hangs between his shoulders for a brief moment before I’m back in his arms and his face is nuzzled into the base of my neck. “You never have to be sorry about that shit, Virago. I’ve got you, from now on, you make the decisions that affect you. No one else. Not me, not Lucien, not fucking Marcus. Only you get that power.” 
 
    I meet his eyes. I’ve known that since the second I ran, but actually hearing the words does things to me that I’m not quite sure I’m ready for. I raise my chin and brush my lips over his. “Thank you,” I whisper. “You don’t know how much I needed that.” 
 
    Slade nods and drops his forehead to mine. “They’re never going to hurt you again, Sky. You got that? Never. You’re my girl now and I don’t plan on ever giving you up.” 
 
    “You swear?” 
 
    “I fucking swear, babe. From now on, the only wedding you’re ever going to headline at is ours.” I raise a brow and he pulls back, his eyes bugging out as he realizes what the hell he just said. 
 
    I don’t say a word, just watch with amusement as he tries to dig himself out of this hole. “I mean…in a few years or you know…not at all, not if you don’t want to, but don’t think that I don’t want to…I do, it’s just…fuck.” 
 
    I shake my head, having way too much fun with this. “Shut up,” I tell him, crushing his lips to mine and picking up exactly where we left off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    I wake with a start as two sets of tiny feet bolt up and down the hallway, their girly laughter bouncing off every wall in the house. 
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    My eyes fly open as I recognize the sound to be Slade’s little sisters, Emma and Rain. What was I thinking of spending the night here? 
 
    Slade and I had gone out to the usual Aston Creek Friday night party after having an incredible week together. We were horny, tired, and drunk while we were making our way back home and as we passed Slade’s place first, that’s exactly where we ended up. 
 
    Slade groans as he pulls me tighter into his arms. “What time is it?” 
 
    I shake my head against his chest. I had my alarm set for 7 am so I could get out of here before we got sprung so it’s got to be sometime before that. I’m just about to share that bit of information with him when his sister’s sharp whisper-yell comes giggling from the living room. “I’m going to jump on Slade.” 
 
    I don’t know them well enough to work out which one had said it but what I do know is that this is not good. If I’m caught in here…shit. 
 
    My eyes bug out of my head as I glance under the blanket to realize I’m butt-fucking-naked. Damn it. Screw me and my horny need to screw my boyfriend. Do I have to be such a skank and sleep naked too? Fuck my life. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” Slade panics. 
 
    “Not if I jump on him first,” his other sister bellows. 
 
    “No, no, no, no, no, no, no,” I start chanting as it sounds like a herd of elephants bounding back down the hallway towards Slade’s bedroom door. “I cannot have your sisters see me in my birthday suit. They will never forget this. Every single time I’m here they’re going to remind me that they saw my titties.” 
 
    “Well, they’re nice titties.” 
 
    “Slade,” I shriek, slamming my hand against his chest while trying to be as quiet as possible. “Seriously?” 
 
    He laughs. “I’ve got shorts on. You’re on your own here, babe.” 
 
    The girls get closer and I thank God that Slade is toward the end of the hallway, but I don’t have long. In fact, I have less than a second to figure out what the hell I’m going to do. 
 
    I hear the girls by his door as Slade glances around his bedroom. “What about the closet?” 
 
    I look over and shake my head. “I’ll never make it in time.” 
 
    The door handle begins turning and in a panic, I do the only thing any sane girl would do in my position; I drop my ass to the floor with a thud that’s going to leave one hell of a nasty bruise. 
 
    As the door swings open and the girls creep in on their tippy-toes, I slide myself under the bed, praying that they don’t look under here. 
 
    Slade must be pretending to sleep as they’re giggling softly to themselves while my titties freeze, causing my way too exposed nipples to harden. 
 
    Don’t look down here. Don’t look down here. Please, God, don’t look down here. 
 
    I glance across and watch as their light footsteps come to a standstill beside the bed then grin to myself as I hear their whispers. “One, two, three…CANNONBALL.” 
 
    Their feet disappear from beside the bed as Slade gasps. I throw a hand over my mouth, more than ready to start enjoying this sweet family moment when the girls actually hit the bed and the mattress above comes within an inch of my face. “Oh, holy fuck,” I murmur to myself with wide eyes. 
 
    I watch the mattress bouncing up and down as the girls jump and go apeshit on his bed, each time coming closer and closer to my face, making me suck in a breath and pray that I won’t need a nose job after this. 
 
    “Okay, okay, okay. I’m awake,” Slade laughs, grabbing the girls and throwing them down on his bed, keeping them pinned and making my heart race in adoration for the way he loves them. I’d give anything to peek my head up over the edge of his bed to watch him in action. 
 
    They squeal and laugh as he starts tickling them, easily winning the fight, but I give them credit for trying. Every little girl should be taught to take down her big brother, even if he’s ten years older than them and a freaking beast. I’ll have to teach them a few tricks as it could just save their lives one day. 
 
    “Get off me, you fat ass,” one squeals, making my eyes bugs out of my head. 
 
    Slade sucks in a gasp as all movement from above ceases. “What did you just call me?” he questions, trying to be stern but the laughter in his tone shines through as it suggests they should run as fast as their little feet can take them. 
 
    There’s no response for a moment before the other bursts out laughing. “You cursed. You’re in so much trouble.” 
 
    “No, don’t tell,” little miss potty mouth begs. 
 
    “MOM,” Slade hollers through the house. 
 
    My eyes bug out again. What the fuck? Is he a moron? It’s worse enough that I have his sisters bouncing around while I’m naked, I can’t possibly have the whole family come to join. There’s no way his mom would miss my feet hanging out the end. 
 
    I close my eyes and beg to be anywhere else but here when Daniella’s voice comes calling from down the hall. “Nope. I don’t want anything to do with it. You can handle it yourself.” 
 
    A devilish chuckle pulls from deep within Slade and something tells me that he knew that was going to be her response all along. If he could see me right now, I’d be narrowing my eyes at him. He called out to her not only to tease his sisters but to tease me too. That rat bastard. Three for the price of one. I should have realized instantly that he’d never rat out his sisters like that. 
 
    They play around for a little while longer which is when I notice a box of tissues and what’s most likely his mom’s moisturizer cream. I bite down on my lip and thank whoever lives above that there are no ‘dirty’ socks or used condoms under here. 
 
    After what feels like a lifetime, Slade shuffles them out of his room and then his head drops down the side of the bed. My hands instinctively fly across my breasts as my knee shoots up, hiding my lady bits, despite the fact that he knows them better than I do. 
 
    “They’re gone,” he grins wide, reaching under the bed and sliding me out but before he pulls me up off the floor, he drops down on top of me, being careful not to crush me. 
 
    His lips fall down on mine as his hands travel up and down my body. “Have I told you how fucking delicious you look in the morning?” 
 
    “No,” I say, smiling against his lips. “But you can show me.” 
 
    An hour later, I somehow make it out of Slade’s house with him leaning out his open window, watching my ass as it sways in my jeans. I can’t help but grin back over my shoulder, absolutely loving the hungry expression on his face. 
 
    God, how did I get so lucky to find a guy like him? 
 
    I never thought I’d find a guy like that. I never thought I’d have a future worth looking forward to. I never thought I’d ever be free but here I am and I’ve never been so happy. My life is whole and my world is now filled with color. It was once the darkest shades of black, but now I finally see.  
 
    I get my ass back home before I start singing and dancing down the street like a fucking moron, only slowing down when I get to the front door. I let out a shaky breath. I didn’t warn Shay or Ben that I’d be out all night. Hell, the last time I saw Blake I told him that I was on my way home. 
 
    This is either going to go one of two ways. One, my ass is going to get handed to me. Two, I’m going to get a stern look, a lecture, and then my ass handed to me. 
 
    I suck it up. It’s inevitable that I’m going to get in trouble. I might as well face the music and get it over and done with. 
 
    My fingers curl around the door handle and I slowly push it open, only Shay’s piercing scream has me cringing before even stepping over the threshold. “Where the hell have you been?” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I push the door the rest of the way and let out a heavy sigh, realizing there will be no lecture today, just simply getting my ass handed to me. “I’m sorry, I…” 
 
    My brows furrow as I cut myself off. Shay isn’t screaming at me at all, but at Ben and fuck, he looks absolutely wasted. I’ve never seen him like this. 
 
    “I’ve been worried sick,” she yells, getting no reaction out of Ben in the slightest. “Where have you been?” 
 
    He burps and nearly makes himself sick as I walk through the living room. “What’s going on here?” I question slowly as Ben’s eyes snap up to mine and go wide. 
 
    “Don’t even get started,” Shay demands, pointing a finger at me “You’re in a world of trouble but I have other things to deal with first. Go down to your room, I’ll come and speak with you once I’ve handled this.” 
 
    I give her a tight, apologetic smile and nod before turning for the hallway. 
 
    “YOU,” Ben yells, making me glance back over my shoulder to see him falling off the couch and onto his knees as he drunkenly points at me. He tries to stabilize himself against the coffee table but tumbles forward and catches himself against the floor. After righting himself, he stares back at me, eyes glassy and filled with regret. “This is all your fault.” 
 
    “What?” I demand, looking back at Shaylee to see the same perplexed expression on her face as she glances between me and Ben. “What are you talking about? I haven’t done anything.” 
 
    “If you never came here, I would have been fine.” 
 
    “BEN,” Shay shrieks in horror, wide-eyed as she gapes at her husband. Hurt pours through me but I don’t have a moment to think on it as Shay glances back at me, shaking her head. “I’m sorry, sweetie. You know he didn’t mean that. He’s just…clearly, he’s drunk too much and needs to sleep it off. You know he loves having you here.” 
 
    “I, um…” I start, walking backward, retreating to my room as tears prick my eyes. “I’m going to go…” 
 
    “NO!” Ben yells then instantly starts sobbing. “You have to know.” 
 
    I come to a standstill, watching him in confusion. “Know what?” I question as Shay continues looking between us, just as unsure as to what’s going on. 
 
    “Ben, what are you talking about?” 
 
    He looks up again and he breaks. His sobs become loud and uncontrolled while guilt and regret come pouring out of him in waves. “It’s my fault. It’s all my fault.” 
 
    “Yo,” a voice says softly from behind me. I glance back to find Blake making his way up the hall and stopping to stand at my back. Clearly seeing something’s going down here. He leans into me and whispers. “What the fuck is going on?” 
 
    I shake my head and hold up a hand, blocking his way to stop him from idiotically running into something he probably doesn’t want to be involved in. “I don’t know,” I tell him. “Maybe it’s best we leave Shay and Ben to figure this out.” 
 
    “Ya, think,” Blake grumbles. 
 
    We go to walk away when Ben cries out. “No, don’t go. I have to tell you. It’s my fault, all of it. You have to forgive me.” 
 
    “Forgive what, man?” Blake questions, watching Ben over the top of my head and only now realizing that what’s going on out here is all sorts of fucked-up. 
 
    Ben looks up at Blake and devastation has him crushed. He sinks back against the couch with tears on his face, not daring to take his eyes off Blake. The two of them have formed a great friendship over the past two months and I don’t doubt that seeing him like this is silently killing my brother. 
 
    Ben’s head sinks into his hands. “It was me. They’re dead because of me.” 
 
    My chest tightens as I stare at Ben. My stomach is weighted down with dread and I repeat his words over and over again in my head, wishing that he’s referring to anyone apart from my parents, but who else could it be? 
 
    Shay stands like a statue, her face white and staring in horror. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Rochelle and Jacob. It’s my fault that they’re gone. I thought I could put it behind me but since they showed up the guilt has been eating me alive.” 
 
    Shay’s eyes fill with tears. “Tell me you’re lying, Ben,” she begs. “That’s my big sister you’re talking about. Tell me you had nothing to do with this.” 
 
    He meets his wife’s heavy stare and slowly shakes his head. “I’m sorry, baby,” he whispers. “I can’t do that.” 
 
    I take a hesitant step forward and Blake instantly curls his fingers into the back of my shirt, holding me in place and stopping me from making any rash decisions. My eyes blaze with anger. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I…” he cuts himself off, looking away in shame. 
 
    I force myself forward, catching myself against Blake’s strong hold. “YOU HAVE THREE FUCKING SECONDS. WHAT DID YOU DO TO MY PARENTS, BEN?” 
 
    “I GAVE THEM UP,” he yells back at me. “Anton Mather’s came for me and I gave them up.” 
 
    Shaylee sucks in a sharp gasp. “What?” 
 
    Ben looks back at her and the emotions are almost too much for me to handle. “Chelle and Jake were short on cash and when they asked me for a loan, I couldn’t help them. I gave them Anton’s number and…fuck, Shay, I really fucked up.” 
 
    “What happened?” I demand, spitting through my teeth as Blake stands as an imposing, shaking mess behind me. 
 
    Ben’s head drops back to his hands. “Anton gave them the money and when they couldn’t pay it back on time, he went looking for them.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Shay says. “We have plenty of money. Why couldn’t we help them? Why did you send them to that…that man?” 
 
    “Because we had no money,” Ben shouts. “I gambled it. Every single cent. We were broke and I hid it all from you. There were days we barely scraped by. That’s how I knew Anton in the first place. He gave me the money to get by and I was able to pay him back with your car.” 
 
    “My car?” she gasps. “You told me it was stolen.” 
 
    Ben shakes his head and continues. “Anton isn’t a man who allows his debts to go unpaid and when Chelle and Jake couldn’t pay him back, Anton came to me. He didn’t know where to find them and…” 
 
    “And you gave them up,” I cry 
 
    “I had no choice.” 
 
    “YOU ALWAYS HAVE A CHOICE,” Shay shrieks. “That was my sister. How could you?” 
 
    “I…he would have killed me.” 
 
    “And instead, he killed them. Their blood is on your hands. How could you have kept this from me all these years? What kind of marriage is this?” 
 
    “You would have left me.” 
 
    “You’re damn straight I would,” she yells, dropping to her knees as her face falls into her hands. Sobs come tearing out of her. “I wish it was you. They had children, a family to look out for and you were only looking out for yourself.” 
 
    “Shay,” he whispers. 
 
    “GET OUT! I don’t ever want to see you again.” 
 
    Ben glances around, begging us for some kind of help, but he won’t get it, not from us and especially not right now. Realizing that now isn’t the time to try and fight for what’s left of his marriage, he silently picks himself up off the floor and trudges out the front door, leaving nothing but torment and destruction behind. 
 
    Ben betrayed our parents. He was the one who introduced them to Anton, he was the one who told him where to find them. This is all on him. He was family. He should have protected them instead of throwing them to the wolves. Because of this man, my parents were killed and Blake and I spent thirteen years living in hell. 
 
    How are we ever supposed to move on from this? How is this ever going to be okay? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    I run down the street with tears streaming down my face. 
 
    How could he have done that? How could he betray my parents like that? Because of that man, my parents are gone. How am I ever supposed to live under the same roof as him? 
 
    My eyes are glassy and I find it near impossible to see the street in front of me. 
 
    Thirteen years of pain. Thirteen years he’s lied to Shay. Thirteen years of betrayal. 
 
    My chest rises and falls with rapid movements and I try my best to concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other. Despite only seeing him less than twenty minutes ago, I need him now more than ever. 
 
    I find Slade out front with his sisters, running around with a basketball. They’re desperately trying to steal it from him and take any measures possible. Emma is dangling from his shorts, making him lose one hand as he tries to hold both her and his shorts up while Rain jumps up his back, trying to grab the ball that he holds high above his head. 
 
    Any other time, this vision would have my heart melting but right now, all it does is make me think about all the times that Blake and I would have missed out on playing ball with my dad. It makes me wonder if one day these little girls will grow up and betray their brother, it makes me break. 
 
    I get just a few houses down when Slade notices me. I don’t know if it’s from my crying or the sound of my feet against the sidewalk, but he’s quick to drop the ball and peel his sisters off him. “Go inside,” he demands in his no-bullshit tone that has them both straightening out and looking up at him, wondering why the sudden change. 
 
    “Go,” he repeats a little firmer, making them both jump and start walking toward the door while grumbling between themselves. 
 
    The second the door closes behind them, Slade rushes me. His body crashes against mine and his warm, loving arms close around me. His hand takes the back of my head and he holds me against his chest right where I can hear the heavy thump of his strong heart. 
 
    I nuzzle my face into him, desperately needing him to take the pain away. “What happened?” he demands, holding me tight, not caring if the whole damn street is peering out their windows and watching the show. 
 
    “Ben,” I cry. “He betrayed them.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Who did he betray?” 
 
    “My parents,” I cry, the sound muffled by his chest. “He gave them up to Anton. Ben told him where to find them.” 
 
    Slade curses under his breath and holds me a little tighter as he lifts me into his strong arms. He walks back over to his garage door where he leans back against it and slides down to his ass. 
 
    My legs drop on either side of his and I don’t waste a second before curling into his chest. “What am I supposed to do? I’ll never be able to look at him again let alone live under the same roof. He hurt them. They trusted him and he gave them up, gave us up. Because of him, Blake and I lived with the devil for thirteen years. I saw and experienced things that no other kid should ever have to go through. It’s all on him.” 
 
    Slade’s hand runs up and down my back, trying to soothe me as my world ignites around me. “I know you’re hurting,” he murmurs. “And fuck, babe, I love you so goddamn much, I’d do anything to take that pain away for you, but you know better than anyone that nothing is going to help ease that betrayal except for time. There’s nothing you can do to fix this. You can’t change something that happened thirteen years ago. You just have to work out how to get through each fucking day until one day you realize that you haven’t thought about it in years.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s ever going to happen.” 
 
    “It’s the only option you’ve got.” 
 
    “There’s plenty of things I could do.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let you hurt him, Virago.” My jaw clenches and he goes on. “No matter what, he’s still your uncle. He’s still the guy who gave you a home when you had nowhere else to go. You may hate him right now, but he loves you and I don’t want you to look back on this moment in ten, twenty years and regret the decisions you made right now. I don’t want you living like that, believe me, that shit is too heavy to live with.” 
 
    I focus on his eyes, desperately needing him to distract me from running back there and searching Ben out. “How do you know?” I question. “What regrets could you possibly have?” 
 
    “Plenty of things,” he tells me, resting his chin at the top of my head. “I regret treating you like shit when I could have won you over from day one. I regret being so fucking stubborn and pushing you away for so long. I regret sneaking into your bedroom and scaring the shit out of you. The haunted look in your eyes still stays with me. I don’t want that for you.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I want…” 
 
    His fingers soothingly brush through my hair and I close my eyes as I lean into him. “It’s not what we have to do in this life to survive that defines us,” he tells me, getting all philosophical on me. “It’s the way you continue to get back up after being knocked down. You’re stronger than this, Skylah. Don’t allow this to eat at you. You’ve survived much worse and came out the other end a fucking goddess. Don’t let Ben take your wings, Virago. It’s not your time to fall.” 
 
    I sigh into him, wondering for the millionth time how I deserved a man like this. “When’s it going to stop hurting?” 
 
    “I don’t know, babe. Could be next week or it could be years from now.” 
 
    “I don’t want to wait that long.” 
 
    “I know,” he murmurs, leaning back and rising off the cool ground before putting me down on my feet. He pulls his phone out of his pocket and presses a few buttons as he pulls me into his side. 
 
    “Come on,” he tells me. “Call your brother and tell him to meet us out front. I have an idea.” 
 
    “What kind of idea?” I ask as he pulls me along to his Dodge RAM and pretends to be the gentleman we both know he’s not as he opens the door and helps me in. 
 
    He goes to close the door but before it shuts completely, he grins across at me. “You’re my girl, Sky and I hate seeing you hurting, so what better way to cheer you up than to fuck shit up?” 
 
    Well, damn. How does this man know me so well? 
 
    A wicked grin stretches across my face as I pull my phone out of my jacket pocket and send a quick text. 
 
    Skylah – Meet us out front. 
 
    Blake – The fuck? Why? 
 
    Skylah – Because we’re about to fuck shit up. 
 
    Blake – I’m in. 
 
    Within the space of seven minutes, Nessa is squished in the center of the back seat between Blake and Damian, looking somewhat nervous about what we’re about to do. It’s not even past nine in the morning yet, which Damian has already pointed out at least three times but when Slade met his eyes in the rearview mirror, some sort of message passed between them and he hasn’t complained since. In fact, he looks pretty fucking thrilled to be here. 
 
    As Slade starts driving out of town, Nessa sits forward, leaning as much into the front seat as possible, but Slade’s Dodge RAM is that fucking big that her head barely reaches between me and Slade. 
 
    “So, uh…was anyone actually going to tell us what we’re doing? Cause I had a huge self-care day planned. My hair was going to get the washing of a lifetime and my….” she trails off, grinning to herself. I can only imagine what she meant by self-care and I’d dare say it’s got something to do with the nasty things in her bedside drawer. 
 
    “We told you already,” Slade grumbles, still not completely used to the idea of me and Nessa hanging out though the more we do and the more he sees she’s not going to be a problem, the more he seems to come around. “We’re fucking shit up.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what’s getting fucked-up?” 
 
    Damian grins and looks down at her, trailing his eyes up and down her body. He drops his voice down low, low enough to make any red-blooded woman squirm. “You can get fucked-up if you want.” 
 
    Desire flashes in her eyes before she controls herself and puts her hand up to push him back. “Ugh, keep dreaming,” she groans in disgust. “I wouldn’t let you anywhere near me.” 
 
    Damian rests back against his seat, still keeping his heated gaze on her. “Uh-huh,” he laughs before nudging her with his elbow. “Did they ever tell you what their whole fight was about last week?” 
 
    “Nope,” she grumbles, flicking her eyes between me and Slade as Blake watches out the window, dangerously stuck inside his own head. “You?” 
 
    Damian shakes his head. “Nah, but I’m betting it has something to do with accidentally slipping it in the wrong hole. I know how you chicks get a bit upset over that shit.” 
 
    Blake’s fist comes shooting in front of Nessa and lands a devastating blow at the top of Damian’s thigh, instantly giving him a dead leg. As though she didn’t see a damn thing, Nessa continues. “Nah, it couldn’t be that. Slade’s extra careful about where he sticks that weapon after he accidentally slipped into Lyndall Weathers’ wrong hole and got bitch slapped in front of the whole school.” 
 
    My eyes go wide as I glance across at Slade to see him grinning proudly and I don’t bother asking if it’s true, clearly, it is. “That was no accident,” Slade confirms, glancing up in the rearview mirror. “She was the one guiding that thing and was embarrassed because she couldn’t take it.” 
 
    I watch him with my mouth hanging open. I hope he doesn’t want to shove that thing in my wrong hole. That’s definitely a no-go zone…at least for now…I think. “You can’t blame the girl,” I say, wondering if he’s really into it or if he just did it because she was putting it there. “That thing is a fucking monster. You would have torn her ass wide open.” 
 
    Pride shines through his eyes like never before and I have to roll my eyes at the idiot. Men and their dicks. Can’t live with them, but you sure as hell don’t want to live without them. 
 
    We drive into a suburban area and I start glancing around. I’ve never been here before and it clearly shows. Slade keeps going, not needing directions or guidance until he’s pulling up outside a high school. “What are we doing at Hunters High?” Nessa questions as Blake sits up straighter. 
 
    I turn to Slade. “Is this the Hunters High? Like, the Roman Westbrock Hunters High?” 
 
    “Damn straight it is,” he laughs. “Roman and his boys still need to pay for that shit they pulled on the courts and I figured, what better way to cheer up my girl?” 
 
    “What are we doing? Are we going to TP their houses and spray paint dicks onto their fences? Oh, we can draw dicks on their cars.” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” Damian grunts from the back, looking at me as though I haven’t got a clue what I’m doing. “What kind of bullshit payback is that? First up, we ain’t spray painting any dicks. That shit is for beginners, we’re here to fuck shit up.” 
 
    “So I keep hearing,” I grumble as he continues. 
 
    “And secondly, why the fuck would you waste toilet paper like that? Don’t you know that shit is precious?” At my confused look, he rolls his eyes and explains. “One day, the apocalypse is going to come and toilet paper is going to be the first thing to go.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Fine, don’t believe me, but don’t come running to me when you’ve wasted all your shit house paper on dickheads like this and have nothing left to wipe your nasty ass with.” 
 
    “Fine,” I groan, still thinking he’s an idiot. I mean, surely toilet paper would be the last thing on people’s minds during the apocalypse. “Then do you mind letting us in on the actual, non-beginner plan?” 
 
    Damian grins wide. “I’d rather just show you.” 
 
    Slade drives around to the back of the school and before I know it, we’re sneaking in through a hole in the fence while the boys each wear a backpack filled with who the hell knows what. 
 
    Slade grabs my hand and drags me along, making sure to keep in the shadows of the buildings until we’re standing in front of the chained door of the boys’ locker room. “Damn,” Damian grumbles, grabbing the chain and flicking it around. “This thing gets bigger every time we come here.” 
 
    Slade grins as he dumps his backpack on the floor and pulls out a huge pair of bolt cutters. “Nothing I can’t handle.” 
 
    He gets to work as Nessa and I drool over the way his muscles bulge out of his arms. The chain breaks and instantly falls to the ground, letting the door swing open. 
 
    Slade tosses the bolt cutters down beside the chain and grabs his backpack, following Damian and Blake inside. 
 
    Nessa and I follow along and are instantly hit with the god-awful smell that the boys don’t seem to even notice. I glance around, still trying to work out the game plan when Slade pulls out another pair of bolt cutters, this time small enough to have been slipped into the front pocket of my jeans. He hands the tool to me before indicating to all the padlocked lockers around us. “What are you waiting for, Virago? Justice needs to be served.” 
 
    Well, well, how could a woman deny her crazy side? 
 
    I swing the bolt cutters around my fingers, and with an excited smile, I get to work. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, we jump over fallen lockers, scramble through the trash on the floor, and climb over the flipped benches as we race our asses out of there. Who would have known that trashing their locker room would have made me feel so good? I feel a little devilish, a tad wicked, and damn it, I’m kinda turned on. 
 
    The boys howl with laughter as we make our escape, me and Nessa struggling to keep up with their long strides until I’m thrown over Slade’s shoulder and Nessa’s being dragged along by Damian. 
 
    The rush pumps through my veins and by the time we’re crashing back into Slade’s Dodge RAM, Ben, and his betrayal has completely faded from my mind…at least, for now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    I throw the ball toward the hoop with my tongue hanging out in concentration. It flies in a less than perfect arc, hits the backboard and the rebounds straight into the back of Damian’s head as he stares off at the big-breasted chick running past in the shortest bike shorts and training crop, her titties bouncing in every possible direction keeping him absolutely mesmerized. 
 
    “The fuck?” Damian grunts, spinning around to glare at me, rubbing the back off his head. “What was that for?” 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t do it on purpose,” I demand, wondering why he assumed it was me. I mean, Blake, Nessa or Slade could have made a shitty shot like that, not just me. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” he says, not believing a word I say as he strides toward the ball and scoops it up. It’s instantly thrown at the basket, going straight through and making the shot that I would have had to attempt at least twenty times to make. 
 
    Damian catches the ball as it bounces and runs back toward the hoop, launching into the sky and dunking while pointedly looking toward his big titty friend, trying to gain her attention. 
 
    I roll my eyes and leave him to it, knowing there’s no way in hell I’m going to get that ball back. Slade sits on the bench, rolling my pencil between his fingers, keeping his eyes trained on my body. 
 
    He absolutely loves it when I join in on the court. It’s not as though my skills are exciting, if anything, I provide him entertainment. What I’ve come to realize is that he watches me because he likes me joining in and showing interest in what he enjoys. It probably doesn’t hurt that I’m spending quality time with his best friend. There’s nothing worse than those couples who don’t get along with each other’s friends. That shit is bound to cause problems. 
 
    It’s been a long weekend. We’re only on Sunday afternoon and so far, Slade has been doing everything in his power to keep my mind off all the Ben bullshit. I was lucky that he didn’t come home last night but it didn’t help hearing Shay sobbing through the wall. 
 
    She’s hurting so bad. She doesn’t know what to do. On one hand, this is her husband. This is the man she’s madly in love with and has been since she was only fifteen years old. This is the man she’s shared her life with, bought a home with, this is the man whose shoulder she cried on when her sister was brutally murdered. But on the other hand, this is the man who betrayed that sister and whose actions lead to her death. 
 
    I’ve been asking myself how I’m ever going to move past this, but what about Shay? It seems like she’s got it the worst here. 
 
    As I step up to Slade, his hands fall to my waist as he pulls me in between his long legs. “Are you alright?” he rumbles low, sending a shiver down my spine and making my thighs clench with desire. 
 
    I bite down on my bottom lip and nod. “Yeah, I’m fine. I can’t say the same for Damian’s head though.” 
 
    Slade pulls me in closer and brushes his lips over mine. “Trust me, he’ll be fine. That kid has been hit in the back of the head so many times that he probably wouldn’t notice it anymore. It’s not like he could lose any more brain cells.” 
 
    “Hey,” Damian demands from under the basket. “I can hear that shit.” 
 
    “You were supposed to.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Damian challenges, propping the ball against his hip and narrowing his eyes at his best friend as they glisten with mischief. “Why don’t you come over here and say that?” 
 
    “What? You don’t think I will?” Slade laughs. “You think I’m scared of you? I’ll fucking smoke you man, and you know it.” 
 
    “I hear a lot of talking but not a lot of action. If you think you’re so fucking good, then come over here and prove it.” 
 
    Slade’s eyes come back to mine and it’s clear that Damian knows exactly how to get a reaction out of him. “I can’t let him get away with trash-talking me.” 
 
    “He literally trash talks you every time, you get up, whoop his ass, and then he starts all over again. You realize this is exactly what he wants and you’re giving it to him.” 
 
    “I know, but he does it so well…” 
 
    “PUSSY!” he hollers from behind me, making Slade’s eyes narrow and his grip tighten on my waist. “What’s wrong? Do you need your girl’s permission to play ball?” 
 
    Oh, fuck no. 
 
    Slade practically flies over the top of me before sprinting toward Damian and making his eyes bug out of his head. No one gets away with calling Slade Cruz a pussy, not even his best friend saying it to stir shit. Hell, I wouldn’t even get away with it. I don’t even want to think about the consequences of taking a risk like that. Though, I’m sure paying penance for my crimes would be well worth it. 
 
    Damian gawks as he sees Slade launching toward him like a rocket. He takes off up the other end of the court like a bull out of a gate but Slade is right on his ass, more than ready to take this fucker down. 
 
    The ball is stolen and I grin at how easy it was. Damian is an incredible basketball player and could go all the way if he wanted, but Slade has natural talent that outshines Damian’s by miles. Blake’s skill lies somewhere in between these guys but I feel as though he holds back, waiting for his chance to truly shine during the next season when he’s no doubt going to be captain. 
 
    Slade runs for the hoop with Damian desperately trying to catch up, grunting and groaning as Slade kicks his ass. I laugh as I watch them. They’re both complete morons but seeing them carefree and enjoying life is just too good of an opportunity to miss. 
 
    Knowing that no matter what shit is currently going down, I’m going to make it through the other end, has me feeling content. I reach for my discarded pencil that was nearly thrown to the ground in Slade’s desperation to get onto the court and I drop down onto the bench. 
 
    Pulling my legs up, I make myself comfortable and grab my sketchpad. My fingers have been craving the feel of the pencil gliding across the page for days now. My head has been a mess and to be honest, I don’t even know what I’m drawing. I let my subconscious do the work and as the lines and shapes start to form, the familiar outline of my parents' faces begins to take shape. 
 
    I should have known this was coming. I haven’t drawn them in a while but with Ben’s betrayal weighing heavily on my heart, it only makes sense. 
 
    I wonder what my parents would have thought if they knew what Ben had done. Were they the forgiving type? Would they have held a grudge and disowned him? My gut tells me they would have done a bit of both, but I want to know exactly how long they would have punished him. I guess no one really knows what they’re going to do when faced with betrayal. 
 
    In the end, it doesn’t change the fact that Ben betrayed my parents, but Anton is the one truly at fault here. He’s the one who stormed into my home in the middle of the night, he’s the one who tied us up, he’s the one who forced children to watch as their parents were brutally murdered. 
 
    What kind of man does that? Does he get a kick out of hurting people? Does it make him feel all gooey inside? Or does he do it to prove himself, prove that he’s the toughest asshole in the country? Whatever it is, I’m glad he’s now locked up, but my gut keeps telling me that it’s not enough. Sitting in a prison cell isn’t enough. I want him to suffer, I want him to feel it like the rest of the world feels it, but more importantly, I want him to endure the pain of a million deaths. 
 
    Jesus, what have I become? That sounds so morbid. 
 
    I try to put Anton to the back of my head, right where he belongs and focus on the comforting sound of the ball in the distance while drawing the fine lines of my mother’s face. 
 
    I soon zone out and get lost in my drawing. I have too much good in my life to be thinking of the bad. I’m moving forward and while the threat of Lucien coming for me is extremely real, I can’t let it affect how I see the world. I know the world is full of monsters, but I’ve finally found a place that’s going to allow me to shine. 
 
    If and when Lucien comes for me, we’ll be ready. He won’t stand a chance in hell. I’ve built an army here and though it may be small, it’s filled with love and there’s nothing stronger. Lucien can withstand any kind of storm, but he wouldn’t be able to match that, not when he’s never experienced love. He doesn’t know what it is, he doesn’t know how to feel it or how to get anywhere close. He doesn’t know its effects and he sure as hell doesn’t know how damn strong it is. In Lucien’s eyes, love is a weakness but he couldn’t be more wrong and that’s exactly how he’s going to meet his downfall. 
 
    The sound of the ball comes to a stop and I glance up to find my boys making their way back over here. “So,” Damian says as Slade drops down beside me and glances over my shoulder at the sketchpad. “I know you two are like together and all, but you’re not still down for a three-way, are you?” 
 
    “The fuck, man?” Slade grunts as my eyes shoot up to the idiot. Does he have a death wish? Surely, he’s just saying this to get at Slade after getting his ass kicked. He knows how possessive Slade can be. 
 
    “Come on, bro,” Damian says with a glisten deep in his eyes. “Ever since your girl fucked up Rachel, I’ve been dry. I need to get my dick wet. What do ya say? We could run back to your place. I swear, it’ll be quick.” 
 
    “The fuck?” Slade repeats. 
 
    “I mean, if you’re not down, I’m sure Sky and I would be fine on our own.” 
 
    I shake my head, looking up at him in horror. “No chance in hell.” 
 
    “But you’re so good with your hands. Though, I’d like to see what that tongue can do.” 
 
    Slade shoots the ball so hard into Damian’s chest that he’s forced back three steps. “Knock it off before I have to do it for you. That’s my fucking girl you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Bro,” Damian groans, dropping down onto the side of the court and placing the ball beside him. “Chill out, you know I’d never cross that line. I just like messing with you, but I’m serious. I’ve got fucking blue balls here. I haven’t gone this long without getting laid in ages.” 
 
    “Wow,” I laugh. “I didn’t think you’d ever have issues finding someone to suck your dick.” 
 
    “I usually don’t,” he agrees. “But Rachel’s got everyone running scared. If she can’t have it, she doesn’t want anyone else to.” 
 
    “Are you serious? Why didn’t you say something? I can handle that for you.” 
 
    “No thanks,” he grunts. “That’s exactly how I ended up in this situation in the first place. I just have to find someone who’s not going to be scared off by her.” 
 
    “What about Nessa?” I throw out there, making the boys chuckle under their breaths. “I’m serious. You two would be cute together.” 
 
    “Woah,” Damian panics, holding up a hand to cut me off. “I’m not looking for a chick to be with, I just want one to fuck.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I grin wide, realizing just how perfect this could be. “That’s exactly what Nessa wants. No one is man enough to touch her after being with Slade. They’re all scared he might go into a jealous rage or some shit like that.” 
 
    Slade scoffs under his breath, knowing just how absurd that suggestion is. “More like they’re terrified they wouldn’t live up to what I’ve got to offer.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at his ego but he’s not wrong. No one could possibly match Slade. Nessa is just going to have to come to terms with the fact that from now on, she’ll only ever receive second best. Though, I’m sure Damian wouldn’t be too much of a downgrade in the sack. He looks like the kind to know what he’s doing and he certainly comes off confident about his abilities. Besides, this whole thing could only mean good news for me and Slade. If Nessa and Damian can put aside their differences and start fucking, then there will be nothing but time for me and Slade to get nasty. This could only be great for all of us. 
 
    Damian scoffs back at Slade. “Trust me, I’ll have no issue living up to what you’ve got. It’s nothing special.” 
 
    Slade raises a brow at me and grins, knowing exactly how he sets my body on fire. I instantly squirm under his heated gaze and have to force my eyes back to Damian's. “Believe me, what Slade’s got is definitely something to be intimidated by. He could just stand in front of a woman and she’d come just from the look he’d give her.” 
 
    “You want to try that?” Slade questions, nudging my elbow. 
 
    “I’m down.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Damian grunts. “We’re focusing on me here.” 
 
    “I’ve already given you your solution. Get Nessa in bed and you’ll both be happier for it. Not to mention, satisfied enough to not have to ask me about three-ways.” 
 
    Damian’s gaze goes far away and I realize that he’s actually considering this though he should be warned that it won’t be easy. Nessa isn’t just going to drop her pants for him, he’ll have to work for it and sweep her off her feet in the process. Who knows, this whole thing could actually go somewhere. They’d be an awesome couple. 
 
    Damian shakes his head, clearly thinking he’s already considered this enough for one day and gets to his feet. “Come on, I’m fucking hungry.” 
 
    “You’re always fucking hungry,” Slade grumbles, getting up anyway and sliding my sketchpad off the bench before pocketing my pencils and taking my hand. 
 
    Damian grins as though he just won something and we start heading out of the park, though I’m sure we’ll probably just end up back here later this afternoon. 
 
    We start heading to Slade’s Dodge RAM that’s been parked on the opposite side of the park after we came here straight from Damian’s place this morning. As we get closer and turn the corner, finally putting his truck in view, we realize that some people need to learn to quit while they’re behind. 
 
    Roman stands on the hood of the big Dodge RAM, sledgehammer in hand and his boys hovered around, egging him on. 
 
    The back window is already smashed and they’re so excited about fucking up the rest of my man’s ride that they don’t even notice us here. 
 
    Big. Fucking. Mistake. 
 
    My sketchpad is dropped to the ground and I cringe as my parents' faces go tumbling down into the grass, but I can fix it later, for now, this is more important. 
 
    Slade silently bounds toward Roman as he raises the sledgehammer and I realize that he’s approaching in a similar way to when he’s about to dunk on a bastard. His strides are long and powerful, filled with strength and a shitload of determination. 
 
    Damian follows behind but aims for the guys on the ground. 
 
    I can’t tear my eyes away from Slade. He’s fucking lethal and when he launches himself high into the sky with a perfect swan dive and curls his arms around Roman’s body, they both go tumbling right over the other side, completely clearing the hood and sending me into heart failure. 
 
    Holy shit, that was hot. I take back my comments about Slade being able to make a woman come with just one look. Apparently, the rules have changed. He can now make me come without even looking at me. Damn, I know what image is going to be on replay in my mind tonight…all fucking night. 
 
    Roman’s boys rush around to his aid but Damian is on them in an instant. I race around to the other side of the Dodge RAM to find Slade’s fist slamming down into Roman’s stomach, completely winding him as they fight for the upper hand. 
 
    I don’t doubt that Roman has a nasty road rash on his back and is going to walk away from this a lesser man. It’s damn clear they’re here because they know what we did to their locker room yesterday, but going after Slade’s car with a sledgehammer was a huge error in judgment. 
 
    I’m not one for backing down from a fight and despite my better judgment telling me to throw myself in there and give Damian a hand, I find myself holding back. This fight just seems far beyond my capabilities. This is a man’s fight, no place for a woman like me. 
 
    Wanting to do my bit, I scramble for the sledgehammer that lays forgotten beside the tire and hold it up, ready and prepared to fuck someone up if they were to get past Damian. This is Slade’s chance to finally teach this prick a lesson and I won’t allow anyone to stand in his way. After all, Slade was the one who stood back and made sure I could get my hands on Rachel for wronging me, I guess I’m simply doing the same for him. 
 
    Roman has been a thorn in our sides since day one, and to think this shit has actually been going on long before I got here. He’s tried to cause shit between me and Slade, his bullshit had Slade arrested, then he went and got in league with Lucien Fucking Valentine who would have surely kicked his ass when he didn’t come through on whatever deal they made. 
 
    This fight has been a long time coming. 
 
    Seeing that Slade has more than the upper hand and doesn’t need me, I hurry around to Damian to find him handling himself like a pro. There are three guys here but one of them is already lying unconscious on the ground. Damian must have some built-up anger to be able to handle himself here, but that’s something we can talk about later. Now doesn’t exactly seem like the best time. 
 
    My eyes flick between my boys which is when something catches my attention. A petite brunette races away from the fight and my eyes bug out of my head. 
 
    Maze. 
 
    I don’t know what it is but my gut is screaming at me that she had something to do with this. She led them here, showed them exactly where to find us and Slade’s truck. Now, I may not be stupid enough to involve myself in the boys’ fights, but I can sure hand this bitch her ass. 
 
    I take off after her, tossing the sledgehammer aside as it’s only slowing me down. I was born to run away from my problems so catching up to her takes no time at all. 
 
    I grab a handful of hair and put on the brakes. 
 
    She squeals out and instantly drops to the asphalt, begging me to let go. I’m a bitch, but I’m not cruel. I release my hold on her hair as she scrambles around on her knees, turning to face me. I hover over her, letting her see exactly what I think of her. 
 
    “Please,” she begs. “I didn’t mean to…” 
 
    I laugh out, cutting off whatever she was about to say as I already know that it’s complete bullshit. “You’re a fucking snake, of course you meant to. I wouldn’t even be surprised if you went to Roman, not the other way around.” 
 
    “I…I…” 
 
    I see the truth in her eyes. I’m right and she knows that I know. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she rushes out as tears spring to her eyes, desperately trying to save herself. “I really tried, I swear, but he hurt me. He just tossed me aside like I was nothing. Do you have any idea how pathetic that made me feel? He deserved it. I’ve done nothing but pine after him for four fucking years. I’ve loved him and said hello every morning as he passed my locker but I’m not even enough to qualify for a small fucking smile. He’s a bully. He’s mean.” 
 
    “No. You’re a snake. He’s neither of those things. He’s fucking perfect, but you already know that, don’t you? You want to know the reason he doesn’t give you the time of day?” I wait for a beat as her eyes search mine. “Because you’re fucking annoying. You follow him around like a bad smell. Why would he willingly invite you in? You’re batshit crazy.” 
 
    “I am not,” she screeches, attempting to get back to her feet. “I could have given him everything but he pushed me away like trash all because of you. You’re the problem here. You’re the trash, not me, and to think I was actually jealous of you and Nessa.” 
 
    I bark out a sharp laugh. “Jealous of me and Nessa? Are you fucking insane? You didn’t stand a chance. You betrayed my trust for a night with my man and he tossed you aside yet you're blaming it on me and him. Don’t you see you’re the common problem here? You’re the snake, Maze. Nessa may be a bitch, but she’s a fucking loyal one with a backbone.” 
 
    With that, I turn and walk away, not wanting to waste my time on this trash, only a battle cry sounds behind me and I spin around to see Maze coming straight for me, letting every inch of her crazy show. 
 
    I hastily step back, giving myself just a second more to rear my fist back, and as she tries to barrel into me, I let it fly, punching her right in the face and listening to the sweet sound of her nose crushing beneath my fist. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    It has been a month since Lucien came for me and every day it weighs heavily on my mind. I know he’s coming back. I feel it in my bones and now my eighteen birthday is only two months away. It’ll be soon, I just hope we’re ready. 
 
    Lucien is sneaky and despite having this army of new friends and family at my back, I fear that it won’t be enough. All it would take is one careless moment for me to be swept away and taken back to hell. 
 
    The crowd cheers around me and I snap my eyes down to the court to see my boys filing in for one of the most important games of the season. Slade comes out, pumped and ready. He instantly finds me and winks. 
 
    My skin flushes under his gaze and I can’t wait for this game to be over. I’ve got big plans for him and it’s got something to do with the handcuffs and whipped cream that I may or may not have acquired. 
 
    “Where’s your head been at today?” Nessa questions, not bothering to look across at me as she watches the boys barge out onto the court. 
 
    “Nowhere,” I tell her, hating when she worries. Our friendship has grown to the point where I might even consider her my best friend. Well, I guess she has no choice but to be my best friend seeing as though I have no other contenders. Though, Damian might be a little dirty if he heard me say that. “My mind has just been a mess, but what’s new?” I say with a cheery smile, letting her know it’s no big deal. 
 
    Nessa rolls her eyes. “How many times do we have to tell you that you’re not going anywhere? If Lucien shows up here, I’m going to kaboom his ass until he’s crying for his mommy.” 
 
    “His mommy is dead.” 
 
    “Even better,” she says before her eyes widen. “Actually, I take that back. That was an awful thing to say.” 
 
    “His mother was a cold bitch.” 
 
    “I guess I’m not surprised. He had to get his douchey ways from somewhere, right?” she says with a grunt. “I’d hate to see what his father was like.” 
 
    “I heard some pretty horrible stories, but I never actually met the man. Apparently, he died at war or something like that but they had no uniforms or badges or any of that stuff that soldiers usually have, so my theory is that she killed him.” 
 
    “What? The mother?” 
 
    “Most likely.” 
 
    “Jesus. What kind of people were you raised around?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s pretty bad.” 
 
    Nessa glances across at me as the boys warm up on the court. “To be honest,” she grumbles. “For being a little mobster princess, I thought you’d have a nastier right hook.” 
 
    “Hey,” I demand, ready to show her just how bad my right hook can be as Slade’s sisters make faces at their brother from down on the sidelines. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Nessa grumbles under her breath, glancing away from the court. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Freaking Damian. He’s doing that eyebrow thing again.” 
 
    I glance down at the idiot to find him grinning at Nessa as though he’s picturing her naked. His brows bounce suggestively and I do my best to hold back a laugh. “You know, you two would really hit it off.” 
 
    “Sure, we’d really hit it off if I felt like getting some sort of sexually transmitted disease. Just think, he’s the kind of guy to let an STD sit and fester. I can only imagine what’s going on below the belt.” 
 
    “He’s not that bad and you know it.” 
 
    She groans and flips him the bird, making him grin even wider. “He’s been non-stop hitting on me for nearly three weeks. Do you have any idea how irritating that is? Any other guy and I’d be able to handle it, but him…fuck. Every time it gets worse. Yesterday, he offered to eat me out from under the desk in the middle of class and thought he was such a gentleman because he didn’t ask for anything in return.” 
 
    “Well, how could you possibly turn down an offer like that?” I say, pressing my lips into a tight line, trying to keep serious, but really, is anything ever serious when we’re talking about Damian? 
 
    “How could I not?” 
 
    “Come on,” I laugh. “When was the last time you got any action? You said yourself you wanted to skank around a bit. Why not skank with Damian. It’d be perfect. Once you get past the disgust and peel back all the STD’s, you two would have fun.” 
 
    “Doubt it.” 
 
    “No wonder your vag is such a ghost town,” I grumble under my breath. 
 
    “Hey, it is not a ghost town. It has an occasional visitor.” 
 
    “Battery-operated doesn’t count.” 
 
    Nessa scowls and leans back into her seat with a huff before flying straight forward again. “Oh, shit,” she gasps, sucking in a deep breath. Her eyes go wide and she points across the court to the massive crowd sitting on the other side. “That’s the scout that came the day you turned Slade blue.” 
 
    “What?” I demand, scanning the crowd but really not knowing who I’m looking for. “Where?” 
 
    Nessa points out the only guy in the stands that’s wearing an expensive suit and I fly to my feet, dragging her along behind me. “Come on,” I say, pulling on her hand. This is his big freaking chance, the one I stole from him last time. I can’t possibly let this go wrong. 
 
    “Where the hell are we going?” Nessa demands, tripping over random bags that lay in the middle of the aisle as we squeeze past. 
 
    “Where else?” I question, nodding across the gymnasium toward the scout. “I’m taking the role of the boys’ hype man. Every time any one of them score or do something even remotely alright, we’re going to scream for them and remind this guy why these boys need to be taken seriously.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Hell yeah, I am. We’ll be discreet about it but enough for the guy to remember them. I want him wondering what is so special about these guys until they get a chance to prove it, which you know they will. You and I just became their biggest personal cheerleaders.” 
 
    “Oh, fine,” she groans, finally picking up her pace so I don’t have to pull her any longer. 
 
    We get down to the court and as we cross to the other side, Slade’s eyes meet mine. He jogs across the court, not caring that he has to intersect through the other team’s warm-up. “Where are you going?” he questions, taking my waist and looking at me as though he’s scared I’m about to leave. 
 
    “We’re getting new seats,” I explain. 
 
    Slade’s gaze flicks back towards the seat we just vacated to see them already being taken by other people. His brows furrow as confusion and suspicion mars his dark eyes. “What was wrong with those ones?” 
 
    “Nothing, they were great. But our new ones will be better.” 
 
    “Why do I feel like you’re up to something?” 
 
    “Because I am. There’s a scout over that side who we’re going to make sure falls madly in love with you.” 
 
    Slade’s brows shoot up into his hairline and he instantly spins to take a look but I grab his face and pull his attention back to me. “Geez, don’t make it obvious or anything. We’re going to go and cheer you on from behind him, make sure he knows who the real stars of this game are.” 
 
    Slade grins and he leans down, brushing his lips over mine. “You’re fucking incredible.” 
 
    “Look who’s talking.” 
 
    His hand curves down from my waist until it’s resting firmly over my ass and just when I think he’s done, he gives it a tight squeeze, making me press up into him. “Embarrass me in front of this guy and you’ll be paying the consequences all fucking night.” 
 
    “Damn,” I whisper. “I think I might have to.” 
 
    Slade’s eyes blaze as he drops his hand and slowly walks backward, not once taking his eyes off mine. He gets midcourt before finally turning away and freeing me. He jogs back to his team and I don’t doubt that within the space of three seconds, every one of them will know that tonight is their night to shine. 
 
    Nessa and I start making our way up the grandstand and as we scoot along the aisle to the seats we want, we find them already taken by two freshman girls who are more than happy to scoot over two spaces. 
 
    We take our new seats and I smile to myself. I’m a little higher than I usually sit during games but there’s no doubt that this position gives me a pretty good view of the court. 
 
    Nessa and I instantly get into action, cheering on the boys as they take a few warm-up shots and make comments to one another about their stats, improvements, and general awesomeness while watching as the scout takes notes in front of us. 
 
    The game finally starts and like lightning, the boys take off. They’re on fire. Tonight’s game is supposed to be one of their toughest with the opposition undefeated, but so are my boys and something tells me these guys are going to be going home with their tails between their legs. 
 
    This scout couldn’t have picked a better night to come and check these boys out. The other team is hard but they play clean, just like my boys. No one here is out to get Slade and no one here has tampered with his uniform. If this guy walks out of here without the need to boast about him to all of his superiors, then there’s something wrong with him. 
 
    The ball flies from one end of the court to the other and if you don’t watch closely enough, you would have missed who touched it in between. Sounds of the boys’ rubber soles on the court echo over the crowd’s roar as the cheer team stands at the sidelines, waving their pompoms. 
 
    Mine and Nessa’s asses have hardly seen our chairs the whole way through, but it’s not just us, everyone has been on their feet since the beginning, it’s just that kind of game. 
 
    Slade has been up and down the court all night, scoring goal after goal and winning the hearts of everyone in the crowd, even the opposition. Their coach hasn’t been able to keep his eyes off Slade knowing damn well that one day, he’s going to get home and turn on his TV to see Slade running up and down the court at the NBA as their star player. 
 
    As the final buzzer sounds, the ball flies through the air and slams down through the basket just in the nick of time, making my boys the proud, undefeated champions, but I’m not surprised. It’s what they deserve for working their asses off all night. 
 
    The crowd screams their approvals as the Aston Creek Mambas gather into the middle of the court, celebrating together. Slade’s little sisters run into the middle and are instantly welcomed in by the guys who must seem like giants to them. 
 
    Jerseys are pulled off and swung around like helicopters, the watercooler is tipped over the coach’s head, and the cheer team is going nuts on the sidelines while Nessa and I try to squeeze past all these people trying to get down to our favorite boys. 
 
    The scout instantly stands and goes to make his way out of the gymnasium but I don’t miss the excited skip in his step. He just found his next star player and he couldn’t be happier. He’s going to get Slade onto any damn team he wants and he’s going to be a shining star, just like I always knew he would be. 
 
    Nessa and I somehow break free of the crowd and get down onto the court. Damian runs at Nessa and she hardly gets a second to retreat before he grabs her and sits her up on his shoulders, all while she’s screaming to be put down, and it’s damn clear that over the past few weeks, he’s started to develop a little crush on her. 
 
    I race for Slade and he only just turns to face me in time before I throw myself up into the air. He catches me with ease and instantly crushes his lips down on mine. “You were amazing,” I tell him, wondering how long I could get away with kissing him before someone pulls us apart. “The scout loved you.” 
 
    He doesn’t bother responding. He doesn’t have to. Me telling him how amazing he was and mentioning how much the scout loved him is just stating the obvious. It’s as though I just told him the sky was blue or he’s the sexiest damn thing I’ve ever laid my eyes on. Pure fact. 
 
    I’m torn away from Slade as my brother pours his iced water down my back and then instantly runs and hides behind Shay despite being three times the size of her. 
 
    I cringe. I hadn’t known she was here, if I did, I would have dragged her ass over to the scout to come and sit with us. She’s been doing it alone for the past few weeks and has refused to allow Ben back into the house. It’s been rough for her but she’s stronger than any of us gave her credit for. 
 
    She loves Ben with everything that she’s got but she’s really struggling to move past his betrayal. Maybe one day in the future she’ll be ready to give him a chance to explain himself, but not yet. She’s not ready. 
 
    The school cleaners start making their way around the gymnasium and we get the hint that it’s time to go. 
 
    I wait with Nessa outside as the boys do their thing in the locker room. It won’t be long. There’s a huge celebratory party tonight and I don’t doubt that they’re all itching to get to it. 
 
    Daniella walks past with Emma and Rain and I give her a small smile, knowing she’s probably in a rush to get the girls home for dinner, bed, and bath. Just when I think she’s about to keep going, she stops and rests a hand on my forearm. “How are you going, sweetie?” 
 
    “Alright,” I say, knowing she’s referring to one specific thing and not my overall general mood. “I’m coping, and you?” 
 
    “About the same,” she tells me with a nod. “I didn’t want to worry you but I thought you would want to know that I contacted the police this afternoon to follow up with our case.” 
 
    My eyes shoot wide as Nessa leans in to hear what’s going on. “Oh, really? Is there any good news at all?” 
 
    “No,” she says with a cringe. “Unfortunately, not. Not yet, at least. They did ensure me that they were still working tirelessly on the case. They want to nail him but it’s going to be a little while longer. Apparently, there’s a lot more involved than we could have ever known and they want to make sure that everything sticks. It also doesn’t help that he lives so far away. There’s a lot of back and forth between the police here and there.” 
 
    “Damn,” I sigh, wishing she had better news for me but at least they’re still working on it. We haven’t been forgotten yet. 
 
    “Yeah, my thoughts exactly,” she tells me. “Are you girls heading out to the party with the boys?” 
 
    “Sure are, Mrs. C,” Nessa announces. 
 
    Daniella gives us both warm smiles and squeezes our hands. “Well have a good night and be safe, alright. Watch your drinks and don’t accept rides from strangers. Oh, and don’t forget to check in with your family every now and then, you know how we like to worry.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” Nessa grumbles as I say a comforting, “We’ll be safe.” 
 
    She smiles once again before shuffling her girls off and I don’t doubt that I’ll probably be seeing them first thing in the morning over breakfast when I get caught trying to sneak out. 
 
    I don’t get left mulling over the Lucien bullshit for long as the boys’ familiar voices start drawing near. Nessa and I walk to meet them in the middle before instantly turning and walking down to the parking lot with them. 
 
    We all start heading towards Slade’s Dodge RAM when he stops and indicates towards Damian’s mustang. “Actually,” he says, glancing down at Nessa cautiously. “Do you mind heading to the party with Damian? I just need to talk to Sky about something first.” 
 
    My eyes flick up to his but for the first time ever, he’s not looking back down at me. 
 
    Nessa’s face drops in horror. “You’re kidding, right? You want to put me in a confined space with that guy? You realize I’ll never get out of there alive?” 
 
    Damian trails his fingers down her arm and no one misses the way her skin raises with goosebumps. “Maybe you just might like it.” 
 
    “You’re a pig,” she snaps at him but nonetheless starts making her way toward the Mustang. She glances back over her shoulder as Damian practically skips to catch up with her. “You two better make it fast. I can’t be left alone with this horn dog.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” I call after her, grinning at her horror and not missing the opportunity to tease her. “Trust me, he won’t touch you, but if he does, I promise you’ll like it.” 
 
    “Damn straight you’ll like it,” Damian mutters low, dark and enticing, hell it even makes me shiver. If that girl doesn’t let him worship her body by the end of the night, then I’m going to be pissed. 
 
    Slade takes my hand and curls his fingers through mine, finally looking down at me as he starts leading me toward his Dodge RAM. We hear Damian’s Mustang starting up and peeling out of the parking lot and once the noise fades to a distant hum, I look up at Slade. 
 
    “So, what’s this thing that you have to talk to me about?” 
 
    His lips pull up into a cheeky as fuck grin that has his eyes sparkling with mischief. “You’ll see.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Slade and I reach his Dodge and as I go to reach for the handle, he looks back over his shoulder. The place is practically cleared out. Most of the crowd has disappeared. Students are probably already drunk at the party, while families of the players are most likely just getting home and praying their sons don’t get anyone pregnant tonight. The only people lingering around are the cleaning crew and us. 
 
    As I step in closer to the truck, his arm curls around my waist. I’m pulled in tight against his body and I feel his arousal against my ass. “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” 
 
    Oh, damn. This is new. 
 
    I grin as it all becomes startlingly clear. He didn’t need to talk to me about shit, he just wanted to take advantage of me and show me a good time before we got to the party and had to wait until we got home to do it. 
 
    My ass presses back into him. “Is that any of your business?” 
 
    Slade’s lips drop to my neck and his hand travels down my stomach until it’s firmly between my legs, being rough and making me groan with desire. I love it when he’s like this. Rough and playful. It’s exciting. Don’t get me wrong, I absolutely adore the softer side of him, but this side…fuck, I could have him do me like this all night long and still not get enough. 
 
    A deep growl comes from his chest as he presses me up against the side of his truck. I have to turn my head to avoid it being squished between his wide chest and the glass. He grinds against my ass as his hand squeezes between my legs. “Are you giving me attitude?” 
 
    “You fucking know I am,” I breathe, struggling not to pant. “What are you going to do about it?” 
 
    Slade grabs my head and forces it a little further around and instantly crushes his lips down on mine. Our teeth clash and tongues fight for possession but damn it, he’s no quitter. I’m left desperately needing his hand back on my body so I press my ass back into his, loving as he reaches around me and undoes the buttons of my jeans. 
 
    I’ve never been one for screwing in public and especially in a place where we could easily get caught but I know Slade would move mountains to ensure others don’t see me like this. There’s no way he’d even start this if he knew there was a chance we’d get sprung. 
 
    My inner whore comes out as Slade starts pushing my jeans over my hips and ass. “Faster.” 
 
    “It’ll be as fast as I fucking tell you,” he rumbles against my ear before sharply spanking my ass and making shivers spread all over my skin. 
 
    I’m dripping wet. I need him inside of me and at this stage, I don’t fucking care if he tears me in half. 
 
    My jeans are kicked off and his hand instantly finds the hem of my shirt, tearing it over my head and not wasting a single second. My bra is unclasped and dropped to the ground at our feet. 
 
    Desperation pulses through me and I don’t even know what I need. I need him to touch my pussy, I need his fingers pushing inside of me but I need my ass grabbed, my clit rubbed and my tits squeezed. 
 
    Why the fuck does this man only have two hands? 
 
    He curls his arm around my body and as if reading me like a book, he gives me exactly what I need. His thumb is pushed up against my clit and it rubs tight little circles as his fingers push up inside of me, feeling just how wet I am for him. His cock grinds up against my ass while his lips torture my neck and his other hand pinches my nipple. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I cry, feeling his fingers slipping in and out of my wetness. 
 
    “You like that, baby?” he teases. 
 
    “Fuck, yes,” I practically growl at him. 
 
    His chest rumbles against my back and despite me not even touching him, I know he’s having the time of his life. 
 
    Without warning, Slade tears the back door open, narrowly missing my face and spins me around. His fingers tear out of me and before I know it, I’m propped up on the back seat of his Dodge, facing out of the truck as Slade grabs my knees and peels them open, exposing my dripping pussy. 
 
    He steps between my legs and his eyes are like molten lava as they meet mine. We’re the same height here making everything so much easier. His tongue shoots out across his bottom lip and I follow the movement, needing nothing more than to bite it. 
 
    I feel the cool breeze against me and I realize that this whole public nudity is doing a lot for me. I like the thrill, I like how firm and dominating he is. I like it all and damn it, I want so much more. 
 
    I try to lean in to capture his lips in mine but he shakes his head as he brings his fingers to his mouth. They’re still glistening with my wetness and I watch with desire as he slips them into his mouth and sucks them dry. 
 
    His eyes blaze with my taste as my pussy pulses with need. I stare at him, unable to look away when he finally grabs the back of my neck and pulls me into him. His lips are crushed against mine and as his tongue slips into my mouth, I taste myself, and for some reason, I think I like it. 
 
    As he kisses me, his hand disappears back down between my legs and he continues working my body until he decides that he needs more. 
 
    I’m pushed back until my elbows are leaning against the back seat and he kisses his way down my body, sucking my nipple into his mouth and worshiping every inch until he meets the promised land, giving me the perfect view as his tongue shoots out and devours me. It circles my clit and is downright sinful with every last thing it does to me. 
 
    I feel him grin against me as he slips his fingers inside of me. He’s done this before but it’s never quite felt like this. I don’t know what kind of sorcery this is but fuck me, if it means that I’m going to hell then I’ll walk in with open arms. 
 
    I feel my orgasm creeping up on me and just when I think I can enjoy this for another few seconds, I come hard, exploding around his fingers and tongue. I swear, if I could squirt, I’d be dripping off his face right now. 
 
    I ride out my orgasm while squeezing my legs around his head. Hell, I don’t even care if he suffocates down there at the moment. 
 
    My body goes weak and Slade gets to his feet, licking his lips with desire in his eyes. “I’m not nearly done with you,” he tells me, making my body come alive all over again. 
 
    I sit up, meeting him face to face. “Anything you want,” I promise him as he grabs his jeans and undoes them. 
 
    He pulls his impressive length out and my mouth waters, but right now, he’s got other plans. He grabs hold of me and turns me around before bending me over the back seat. My ass is out and proud, on display and ready for whatever he wants. 
 
    I hear as he tears the foil packaging open with his teeth and slides the condom into place. 
 
    Shivers take over as the anticipation gets me. This is going to be hard and fast. I’m most likely going to scream until my lungs give out and damn it, I know I’m going to have his red handprint against my ass for days, but I know without a doubt that he’s going to fuck me with everything that he’s got. 
 
    Slade grabs my hips and lines himself up with my entrance before teasing me with his fingers. “Fucking do it,” I groan, needing him more than I possibly realized. 
 
    His hand slaps down over my ass and we both groan. “What did I tell you?” 
 
    “It’ll be as fast as you tell me.” 
 
    “That’s right, Virago,” he says, pushing into me, painfully slow until he’s seated deep inside me. I push back against him and his fingers tighten on my hips. 
 
    His tough-guy act slips for just a moment as he leans over me and kisses the back of my neck. “Fuck, babe. Are you ready for this?” 
 
    I curl my hand around the center seat belt and hold on for dear life. “Give it to me, Slade. Everything you’ve got.” 
 
    He groans low and straightens up behind me, adjusting his hold on my hips to keep me still. I can’t help but turn back and meet his eyes as he draws back. They flutter closed with need before completely clenching as he slams back inside of me. 
 
    “Fuck, yes,” he groans as I tighten my hold on the seatbelt. 
 
    He pulls back and repeats the process, then does it again and again, hitting me in all the right spots. It gets faster and with his hands occupied on my hips and a need pulsing within me, I slip my hand down between me and the seat until I feel his dick as it slides in and out of me. 
 
    I press down on my clit and he groans as he watches me. 
 
    I’ve never had it like this. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve definitely had it in every position I could possibly think of but there’s something so damn erotic about this. Something so much more. 
 
    Slade grunts and pulls me back just a bit, sending him so much deeper. I scream out his name and his fingers bite down into my skin. He’s so close. I want him to come so badly. I want to watch that euphoria come across his face and know that it was my body that made him feel so good. 
 
    He slams into me three more times when I feel my orgasm building. “I’m going to come,” I cry out. 
 
    “Fuck, Virago, I’m right there with you.” 
 
    I apply more pressure to my clit and as he slams into me one more time, we both go flying off the edge. 
 
    Slade collapses down on top of me as we both struggle to catch our breath. “Holy shit,” I tell him. “You can fuck me in public any time you want.” 
 
    “Good,” he groans, rubbing his hand over my ass, right in the place where he spanked it. “I plan to.” 
 
    I somehow manage to roll beneath him so I can look up and meet his warm eyes. “Do we really have to go to this party?” I ask, “I think I’d prefer to go home and do that all over again.” 
 
    Slade grins wide before dropping his lips to mine. “Where the fuck did you come from, Skylah Daniels?” 
 
    “Where else?” I murmur against his lips, curling my legs around his waist and holding him to me. “Your wildest dreams.” 
 
    “Damn fucking straight you did.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Slade 
 
      
 
    She’s so fucking gorgeous. I hit the jackpot when it comes to Skylah Daniels. I don’t know how I ever got so lucky. She’s fucking beautiful and despite the hell she’s been through, she was strong enough to love me. She’s one in a million. I doubt any other chick would let me fuck her up against the side of my car as she did. 
 
    That woman would have let me wrap my fingers around her throat and fuck her into next week had I asked. That’s just the way she trusts me, but I’d never do anything to break that. She’s a fucking diamond among the trash and she deserves to be loved in the way that’s going to make her feel like the most desired woman on this green earth. 
 
    I’m not going to lie, I was nervous about being so rough with her. I thought about it throughout the whole fucking game. Had that scout not been there, I know I would have fucked up and run with her out the door. After that bullshit Lucien pulled on her, I was afraid that I was pushing the boundaries too far, but she needed to know that I’ll never hold back from her. I knew that it was either going to go really bad or really good. I was either going to have to chase after her and apologize profusely or we were going to screw wildly in the backseat. Never in my wildest dreams would I have thought that she’d rise to the occasion and meet me thrust for thrust, begging for more. 
 
    Fuck, I’ve never been so turned on in my life. 
 
    Skylah’s past doesn’t scare me and it sure as hell doesn’t make me think any less of her. If anything, tonight has just proven how far she’s come. I’ve told her before and I’m sure that I’ll tell her a million more times throughout our lives; she’s the strongest fucking woman I have ever met. 
 
    I hate that she’s suffered in life and I hate that the threat of Lucien still hangs over her head. She tries her hardest not to let it show, but I know she’s scared. I made a vow to myself that I would do anything humanly possible to help take that pain away and I could be wrong, but something tells me that it’s working. 
 
    Skylah isn’t the same closed-off girl who first walked through the doors of Aston Creek High. Don’t get me wrong, she was a badass then and she’s a badass now, but her soul doesn’t seem so dark. It was once completely black but now it just seems covered by shadows. 
 
    The colored lights of the party flash and shoot around the room, every now and then lighting up my girl and showcasing that dazzling smile that’s always pointed right at me. I fucking love that about her. How is it possible for one human to have this profound effect over another? 
 
    I want to be with her every fucking second of every day. I’ve never experienced that before with anyone. I don’t doubt that this shit is real. I tell her every fucking day that I love her and I know for a damn fact that one day, she’s going to be my wife. You know, if she’s not too stubborn to actually say yes. I might have to tackle her down the aisle but it’ll be worth it. 
 
    The music blasts and I watch as Skylah dances with Nessa. I don’t really get their friendship but I’m glad they’ve got it. At first, it kind of freaked me out. Nessa has been known to be a pain in the ass. She’s demanding and bitchy, but what’s more important is that she’s loyal as fuck which is exactly what Skylah needs in a friend. It took me a while, but I’ve finally come around to the idea. 
 
    I lift my beer to my lips and have a quick swig. I’m not really one for drinking unless something has happened to fuck up my mood. My boys won a big fucking game tonight and we did it without any fuck ups, making each and every one of us look like fucking legends. This beer right now is for them. 
 
    When Skylah first got here, I was drinking more than I ever had before, trying to forget the way she made my heart race. She was so fiery. That very first day I wanted to bend her over and show her exactly who’s boss around here, but she showed me. She said that there was a new boss bitch in town and I should have listened. Hell, it would have made both of our lives a shitload easier. 
 
    I place the half-empty bottle down on the counter, not really feeling it as I watch Damian shuffle across the dancefloor and squeeze himself between the girls. All three of them are fucking drunk but I’m not surprised. It’s been an incredible night and they deserve a night to let loose and celebrate. 
 
    It’s well past one in the morning and from the way Damian’s been getting closer and closer to Nessa, I’d dare say I won’t be dropping him home tonight. I think Skylah’s insane for trying to set them up but I can’t deny her reasoning. They both have itches to scratch and the other would do a good job at satisfying that itch, but they drive each other crazy. Come to think about it, Skylah drives me crazy and I’ve never been happier. 
 
    I squeeze my way through the bodies and ignore the way that random girls reach out and graze their nails over my chest. They all know I’m with Skylah and if they want to risk an ass-whooping then that’s their business. I may be ridiculously possessive and protective of my girl, but she’s the same with me. She doesn’t get jealous but she sure as hell would put a bitch in her place if she tried to take what belongs to her. 
 
    I step into Sky’s back and take her waist, loving the way she moves her body against mine. She looks up at me and smiles one of those beautiful smiles that make my chest ache. “I love you,” she beams. 
 
    “I fucking love you too.” 
 
    She turns in my arms and grabs hold of my shoulders before launching herself up into my arms. She wraps her legs around my waist as her arms slip behind my neck, holding herself up. “You know, I wish you were just a little bit shorter.” I raise a brow and wait for whatever bullshit is about to come pouring out of her mouth. “When I’m ninety and have just gone for my third hip replacement, jumping all the way up here isn’t going to be that easy.” 
 
    I shake my head. Where the fuck does she come up with this shit? 
 
    I hardly get a second to think about it before her lips are on mine. I taste the fruity punch on her tongue and briefly wonder how much of that she’s drunk. She’s no stranger to writing herself off and I don’t doubt tonight is going to be one of those nights. She’s not one to wear her hair back but I’ve been practicing tying up my sisters’ hair knowing that one day I’ll have to do it for Sky to avoid it being painted in vomit. Tonight though, I think we’re going to be just fine. 
 
    “Are you nearly ready to go?” I murmur against her lips. 
 
    She shakes her head. “One more dance and I promise, you can take me home and do all sorts of nasty things to me.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    As she pulls back, she uncurls her legs and slowly slides down to the ground, knowing damn well that she’s being a tease, but I’m sure I can control myself long enough to wait until we get back to my place. Though maybe with Blake most likely passed out and Shay up all night drinking, it’s probably best to spend the night in my bed. 
 
    Our bodies sway to the music and I kiss her neck as she grinds back into me. These are the moments I live for. It’s so perfect. Nothing can ruin this. 
 
    Movement beside Sky catches my attention and I glance over to find Nessa curling into Damian’s chest. She’s been dancing up on him all night and the more each of them drink, the looser they’ve been getting. It was only a matter of time. 
 
    His hands are all over her and when Nessa raises her chin and finally gives in, letting him kiss her, Skylah laughs and pumps her tiny fist into the sky. “I fucking knew it. They’re going to make sexy babies.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh at how damn happy she is only as their kisses become more urgent after weeks of sexual tension, both the smiles fall off our faces. This is dangerous territory, not just for me and Sky but for everyone at this damn party. These two are just moments from screwing on the dancefloor. 
 
    “Okay,” Sky says, turning to look up at me again. “Maybe it is time to go.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    Skylah taps Nessa’s shoulder to let her know we’re leaving but she shoos her away, not willing to interrupt her moment with Damian so I pull out my phone and text him, knowing he’ll check it at some point during the night. 
 
    I take her hand and lead her out of the party only some fucker thinks it’s a good idea to grab her ass. He gets shoved back into a wall and creates a nice hole in the drywall before I force an apology out of him for my girl and keep walking. 
 
    Skylah jumps up onto my back and I give her a piggyback ride down to my Dodge. She throws her hands up and laughs as though she’s on some kind of roller coaster, only putting her hands down when she wobbles. 
 
    I get her safely in the car and make sure she’s buckled as I have a feeling doing it herself would be a bit of a challenge, one I’d love to sit back and watch but a frustrated Skylah isn’t fun for anybody. 
 
    I get in the car and start heading home. We’re a good fifteen minutes away from home and I don’t doubt she’ll be passed out by the time we get back. 
 
    Skylah chats all about Nessa and Damian’s babies while I drive and we get at least halfway home before a car pulls out behind me and speeds up until the fucker is riding right on my ass. 
 
    This guy is a fucking idiot. Who drives like this in the middle of the night? It’s not as though I’m driving slowly. Me and the speed limit have never seen eye to eye. I’m already doing enough to guarantee a speeding ticket if I were to get pulled over. 
 
    Skylah notices me glancing up in the mirror and she twists around in her seat to see the headlights shining right through the back window. She holds up both hands, flipping the bird, knowing the guy would see it perfectly well. “FUCK YOU, MOTHER FUCKER,” she yells at the top of her voice, making herself crack into a wild fit of laughter. 
 
    Realizing this guy is probably just trying to get home and intimidate me to move, I hold my ground. No one gets the best of me. I don’t care if he goes around, in fact, he can be my fucking guest, but I refuse to move. 
 
    The guy finally gets the picture and pulls out onto the other side of the road and just when I think he’s about to pass, his SUV swerves into mine, attempting to run us off the road. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Skylah screeches as I swerve to avoid being hit, suddenly not finding a damn thing funny as her hands fly out and latch onto anything she can reach. 
 
    I slam on my brakes, letting the guy fly past me. If my girl wasn’t sitting beside me, I’d be going after him but her safety comes first. I’m not going to risk her life by playing some stupid game of chicken. 
 
    With the guy now up ahead, I hit the gas and glance over at Sky. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she whispers, putting her hand against her heart. “That kind of fucked me up. Who does that shit?” 
 
    “I know, babe. Don’t worry, he’s gone.” 
 
    She nods and I reach over and take her hand, realizing that she’s a little more freaked out than she’s letting on. My thumb rubs back and forth over her knuckles and suddenly the chatty girl from earlier is completely gone. 
 
    As I keep driving, the guy in front begins to slow right down until the point that I’m now riding up his ass. “Seriously, what is this guy’s deal?” Skylah demands as my hand comes out of hers and I take the wheel. I have a bad feeling about this. Why is this guy fucking around with us? 
 
    Skylah’s eyes are wide as she watches everything happening out the front windshield. She slips her phone out of her pocket, ready to call the cops if need be and just as she goes to dial 911, the fucker hits the brakes. 
 
    Instead of stopping and allowing myself to ram up his ass, I peel over to the side with my tires screeching in protest. “SHIT,” Skylah screeches as she’s thrown to the side, desperately scrambling to right herself. 
 
    I take off like a bat out of hell, more than ready to get away from this guy as Skylah hastily dials 911. 
 
    The SUV comes barreling after me and I clench my jaw, realizing this must be some kind of psychopath intent on hurting us, but that shit ain’t going to happen. Not tonight and certainly not with my girl in the car. 
 
    I hear Skylah talking with the cops but I don’t really take in a damn word she’s saying as my knuckles begin turning white on the steering wheel. I need to concentrate. I know these roads like the back of my hand. There’s got to be some way that I can lose this fucker, but on this stretch of road, it could be a while. 
 
    I keep my eyes trained on the road and on every single one of my mirrors. I have a bad habit of speeding but I know for damn sure that I’ve never pushed my Dodge this fast before, I’ve never had a need to. 
 
    Sky panics. She doesn’t like this at all. There’s no sign of excitement from the adrenaline pulsing through her veins and as she pulls on her seatbelt, locking it into place, I know she’s thinking the worst. She gives our exact location to the cops but it’s not like they can magically appear. For now, we’re on our own. 
 
    Sky keeps talking, explaining to the cops every single turn we take, trying her hardest to keep herself calm as she’s thrown from side to side with each corner I speed around. 
 
    I speed through a red light, thanking God that there are no cars on the road to cause an accident. I fly past our street and back toward the highway. There’s no way in hell I’m about to lead this dick to either of our homes. 
 
    He stays right on my ass and my gut tells me that I already know who it is, but I refuse to believe it. I’ve only ever seen one other blacked out SUV in Aston Creek and that was the night Lucien came for Skylah. 
 
    This SUV is different, but not by much. Saying it out loud and being wrong is only going to terrify Skylah. It’ll set her back from all the progress she’s been making. Her hope of making it out of this alive will dwindle down to nothing and if shit goes south, I need her to fight. 
 
    The SUV sits heavily on my ass. If I nudge the brake even a little bit, he’s going to slam into the back of my truck. His headlights sit right in my rearview mirror, blinding me every time he flies over a bump. 
 
    Skylah goes into full-on panic mode and I glance over to see her watching the SUV heavily in the side mirror, struggling to calm her rapid breaths. 
 
    “We’re going to get out of this,” I promise her, wishing I could reach over and take her into my arms while wondering where the fuck the cops are to stop this guy. 
 
    I don’t want to risk pulling over as if it is Lucien, I can guarantee that this time he’s come a little more prepared. 
 
    We head towards the very creek which gave this town its name, though ‘creek’ is a massive understatement, it’s more like a river. I hit the beginning of the bridge and fly over it. I hate this damn bridge. It was due for renovations at least five years ago and the city just keeps putting it off. 
 
    Once we get off this stupid bridge, I’m going to have to find somewhere to turn around. I don’t exactly want to be here. It’d be better if this shit could stay in Aston Creek but then maybe it’s safer for the town if I can lead this guy away. 
 
    We get halfway across when the SUV’s headlights are set to high beam, absolutely blinding me as I try to navigate my way across the bridge. Skylah screams in terror as her head flicks from the front window to the back. “We’re going to be okay. We’re going to be okay.” 
 
    With my vision impaired, I have no choice but to ease up on the gas. It’s one thing driving like a fucking hoon but doing it blind is fucking stupid. 
 
    Within the blink of an eye, the SUV pulls out and speeds up. My stomach drops and bile rises in my throat.  
 
    No. Don’t you dare fucking do it. 
 
    I barely get a chance to even think before he swerves into my rear end, sending my Dodge into a wild spin. My tires screech in protest as Skylah screams. I do my best to try and right the car but it’s no use, at the speed we’re traveling, there’s no controlling this spin. 
 
    The car heads straight for the barrier but all I can concentrate on is Skylah’s piercing screams. The Dodge hits the barriers with a force that sends us both flying forward, catching on our seatbelts with a hard tug. 
 
    The Dodge crashes right through the barriers and we’re thrown right over the edge, hurtling down to the murky, dark water below. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Slade 
 
      
 
    The car hits the water with a ferocious crash, instantly smashing the glass of the windscreen and sending sharp shards splintering across our faces. Skylah gets knocked around and her head is slammed against the door, leaving her with a massive gash that instantly starts spouting blood. 
 
    “FUCK,” Skylah screams, absolutely terrified as the freezing water comes rushing over the hood, filling the car faster than I ever thought possible. “What do we do?” 
 
    I reach for my seatbelt, desperate to get out of here but it’s not fucking budging. “We need to get free,” I tell her, feeling a panic coming over me while desperately trying to keep calm. If I panic, I won’t be able to help anyone and I need to get us out of here, our lives both depend on it but if Skylah drowns here tonight, that’ll be on me not being able to get to her in time. 
 
    The water pours in, smashing freezing water against my chest and making it hard to breathe but I don’t stop tearing at my seatbelt and when it’s clear it’s not about to release, I lean over and push Skylah’s hands away. If I can’t save myself then I’ll at least be saving her. 
 
    “BANG, BANG, BANG, BANG, BANG.” 
 
    Five bullets come shooting down toward us. One hits the back of the seat right beside my head as the other four send water spraying up around us. We both freeze, terrified of the shots when Skylah screams out in agony. 
 
    “Were you hit?” I yell, demanding an answer. 
 
    “I think so,” she says between her teeth, trying to stop from screaming at the pain. “My leg. It fucking burns.” 
 
    FUCK. 
 
    What do I do? What the fuck do I do? We’re sitting ducks and I can’t even get to her to help her. Tears stream down her face as she struggles between holding her leg and trying to free her seatbelt. 
 
    My head snaps up to the bridge to find a man standing in the shadows staring down at us, watching as my Dodge rapidly gets lower and lower in the water. I can’t make out his face from down here but I know…I just fucking know and he’s going to pay. 
 
    “Lucien,” Sky cries, leaning forward and clutching her thigh as the water begins to creep up to her chin. She glances across at me, her teeth shivering in the cold water as she begins to sob in fear. “I can’t free the seat belt. We’re going to die.” 
 
    My hand slams down over the water. “Keep your fucking chin up, Skylah. You hear me? We are not dying tonight. Keep you fucking chin above the water.” 
 
    “I’m trying,” she cries. 
 
    I frantically search around. There has to be something here that I can use to break these fucking belts. 
 
    The water hits her chin and she screams, desperately trying to push herself up in her seat, keeping her chin high just like I told her. “I don’t want to die, Slade,” she begs. “Don’t let me die.” 
 
    “Never, baby. I’m going to get us out. I promise.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “DON’T,” I yell. “THERE ARE NO FUCKING GOODBYE’S HERE TONIGHT.” 
 
    I hear her sobs and I desperately try to tune them out as the water rises. I look around, frantically searching through the murky water when I hear her deep breath just moments before her precious head disappears under the water. 
 
    “NO. FUCK.” 
 
    Her hands pull at her seatbelt with desperation below the water when I notice a glass shard still connected to the edge of the windscreen. I instantly reach for it, stretching as far as I can go, but it’s not enough. I pull on the belt, cutting up my hands as I finally reach it and snap it off the front of the car. 
 
    With the glass in my hand, I reach for her, taking a deep breath just as the water completely submerges me. 
 
    I feel the car sinking quickly into the darkness below and I frantically rub the broken glass over her belt. Slicing, cutting, anything I can to get this fucker to break. 
 
    She’s been under for too long, far too fucking long. Her body starts to relax and I glance up, hardly able to even see her eyes in the cloudy water. 
 
    Her mouth is open and I know she’s giving up. There’s only so long someone can hold their breath in these conditions. 
 
    I’m too late. 
 
    I’m going to fucking kill him. 
 
    Seeing her slowly drifting away has my adrenalin working overtime. I furiously rub at her belt and as it finally breaks, I grab it with two hands and tear it apart with everything I’ve got, but despite her being free, she can’t get out of here without me. She needs me now more than ever. 
 
    This fight isn’t over yet. 
 
    I clutch onto the glass and tear through my belt, not giving a shit that each swipe over the belt cuts me deep. 
 
    Panic starts claiming me knowing that I still have to get out of here, get to the top and swim to the side before I can even begin to start saving her life. 
 
    My oxygen starts running thin and I see black spots appearing in my vision. My lungs scream in protest but I’m not giving in yet. 
 
    My belt breaks and I’m finally free. 
 
    I grab hold of my girl, begging for her to be alright as I push up off the dash and go straight through the broken windscreen. We haven’t sunk too deep and I’m relieved as I break the surface and inhale deeply, dreading the silence and wishing I’d heard Sky do the same. 
 
    I clutch onto her and race towards the edge, dragging her up onto the bank as I hear the sirens in the distance. 
 
    “Come on, baby,” I demand, slamming my palms into her chest and starting chest compressions. “Don’t fucking leave me, Sky. I need you here. Don’t you dare give up. Come back to me.” 
 
    My eyes fill with tears and I try to remember what I learned during health class. How many chest compressions to breaths is it? Was it thirty pumps to every breath? Every two breaths? Fuck, I can’t even think right now. 
 
    “Don’t go, baby. Don’t fucking go. I love you.” 
 
    The sirens get louder as headlights appear up on the bridge and I scream out toward the red and blue flashing lights, begging for them to hear me. “HELP! FUCKING HELP ME.” 
 
    A flashlight is shone down here before a flurry of movement as they get back in their vehicles and haul ass down to the river bank. Headlights hit us just moments before the ambulance comes to a screeching stop on the pebbled shore. 
 
    “Help her,” I beg as tears stream down my face. I can’t lose her. 
 
    Too much time has passed. 
 
    The EMT’s come tearing toward me as four police cars fill the space around. Someone tries to barge me out of the way, wanting to take over but I won’t let him. “Don’t fucking touch me,” I beg. “I can’t stop. She’ll die.” 
 
    Her lips are blue. Why are her fucking lips blue? 
 
    “It’s okay. We’re here now,” someone responds way too calmly. What the fuck is that about? My girl is dying and they’re worried about trying to calm me? 
 
    “Don’t touch me.” 
 
    When I don’t move, a cop pushes down in front of me and tackles me out of the way. I scramble, trying to get back to my girl and when he clutches onto me, trying to hold me down, I nail him in the fucking jaw. 
 
    Two more cops rush in, trying to keep me pinned as Skylah is placed onto a stretcher and rushed away. I keep my eyes on her, refusing to look away as I focus on her chest, waiting anxiously for her to take a breath and cough up all the water drowning her lungs. 
 
    “LET ME GO. I NEED TO BE WITH HER.” 
 
    I kick at the guy holding me down and send an elbow back into the guy who’s attempting to restrain me. I scramble to my feet and rush after the EMTs, my eyes locked on the lifeless body on the stretcher. 
 
    Why won’t she breathe? 
 
    Sky is put up in the back of the ambulance and a guy instantly climbs on top of her, continuing chest compressions as the other works on strapping her down and making it safe. 
 
    They rush as fast as humanly possible and by the time I reach the back of the ambulance, the doors are being slammed shut in my face, locking me out as my girl fights for her life on the other side. 
 
    I grab the door and violently shake them as the tears continue staining my cheeks. “LET ME IN.” 
 
    The cops reach me and instantly take me down, jamming a knee against my spine as my hands are cuffed behind my back. “Calm down, Cruz,” someone from above me says, not surprisingly knowing my name. “It’s going to be alright, but you have to calm down.” 
 
    “I need to be with her.” 
 
    “We’ll take you to her, but you need to let them do their work,” the cop tells me as the ambulance pulls away. “We’ll follow behind. She’s getting the help she needs.” 
 
    My whole body sags, feeling completely useless as her lifeless body flashes in my mind, her empty eyes as the oxygen left her body, her desperate fight as she frantically tried to get free. 
 
    The trauma of the last fifteen minutes instantly catches up to me and my body sags against the cop as he tries to bring me to my feet. Sobs come tearing viciously from my throat and I know deep in my heart that I’ve lost her. 
 
    My girl is dead and it’s all my fault. 
 
    I couldn’t save her and that face is going to haunt me for the rest of my life. 
 
    The cops get me into the back of their cruiser and as the door closes, my head falls into my hands. She’s gone. She suffered through hell and she found her downfall just when she thought she was free. 
 
    The cops pile into the car and pull away, sirens on as the driver races after the ambulance. Someone leans over to me and unlocks the cuffs around my wrist. “There’s still hope, son. That girl is a fighter. She’s not gone yet.” 
 
    I don’t know if he’s right. I fucking hope he is, but I lost faith in a greater good years ago. How could she possibly come back from that? 
 
    I put the thought to the back of my mind. I can’t allow myself to have hope as when I realize that my worst nightmare is a reality, it’s only going to hurt that much more. 
 
    I have to prepare myself for the worst. When we get to that hospital, they’re going to tell me either one of two things. One, she didn’t make it, or two, she’s the fucking fighter that she keeps proving herself to be. 
 
    There are absolutely no guarantees right now except for one… 
 
    The next time I come face to face with Lucien Valentine, I’m going to fucking kill him and I don’t care if it costs me my life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Where to Next? 
 
      
 
    Wild Girl – Aston Creek High (Book 3) 
 
    www.amazon.com/dp/B086N3N1MZ 
 
      
 
    Have you ever known what it feels like to die? 
 
    It’s not great. Trust me, I don’t recommend it. 
 
      
 
    I’ve always said that my life is about surviving, but I didn’t realize how true that was until the devil sent me soaring off a bridge with the love of my life and lodged a bullet through my thigh. 
 
    It’s not my time to die. 
 
    He should know by now that I’m a survivor and it’s going to take a little more than a submerged Dodge RAM in the bottom of the river and a bullet to take me out. 
 
    I want my revenge and I want it now. 
 
    Lucien Valentine will not get away with this. 
 
      
 
    Someone should have warned me that when you’re playing with fire, you’re bound to get burned. This game just upped the stakes and this time, I might not have what it takes to make it out the other end. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thanks for reading! 
 
    If you enjoyed reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it, please leave a review. 
 
    www.amazon.com/dp/B086N3N1MZ 
 
      
 
    For more information on The Aston Creek High Series, find me on Facebook or Instagram – 
 
    www.facebook.com/sheridananneauthor 
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