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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Romi

      

      

      Don't you think it's strange that we live here?

      Why Pocketful?

      Come on, Romi, think.

      Open your eyes, babe…

      Chris Capaldi's voice continued to haunt me long after the doctors sedated me, catapulting me into a semi-state of awareness, and making my body pliable against my wishes. My brain couldn’t move beyond those words, that one specific question he asked me the night he died. I didn’t know why we lived in Pocketful, but Chris was right. It was strange. I'd never thought about it before that night, but couldn’t stop now.

      Drowsy and disorientated, I fell in and out of sleep during the transport process to the facility in Texas, unable to take in my surroundings, unable to feel at all. Every time I came to, another dose of drugs was flushed through my system, and so the haze continued.

      Time passed in a numb wave of blankness as I was moved from one hospital to another, one state to the next. I couldn’t take anything in, not the doctors or nurses speaking to me, not the pain in my chest, or the fear I knew I should be feeling. Everything inside of me was void.

      Minutes drifted into hours, possibly days, and I didn’t care. The only voice that was a constant in my thoughts belonged to Chris. The only face that fought through the haze of my mind belonged to Sketch. Weirdly enough, a Natalie Merchant song continued to echo through my mind; My Skin. I didn’t understand why I couldn’t stop replaying that song in my head, or how I even remembered the lyrics through the jumbled mess of my thoughts, but it was there, playing loudly, over and over like a broken record, reminding me of everything that was just out of reach. Reminding me of my feelings. Reminding me of Sketch. Haunting me.

      When I did wake, it was to a foreign room, unfamiliar faces, and another round of medication. Too disheartened to question the pills being prodded between my lips, I swallowed them down like the good girl I was, and allowed the darkness to cloak me in an unsettled state of sleep.

      This was my pattern, my routine, for the next several hours, days, weeks? I couldn’t tell anymore and it didn’t matter. Strapped to a bed in Tully House, the so-called rehabilitation center that was supposed to have the miraculous cure for my fucked-up mental state, I stewed in my depression.

      These people couldn’t fix me. They wouldn’t know where to start. I wasn’t sick. I was broken. No amount of therapy or medication could absolve me of my memories, of the impending threat echoing just beyond the walls of Tully House. The moment I allowed my mind to remember that night at the restaurant, it was like a dam burst inside of me, smothering me, overwhelming me with broken memories of information that felt information, urgent.

      You're in danger…

      If they find out you know…

      When the drugs wore off, I mapped out a list of the people who had wronged me. In my mind, I plotted my revenge. There was something inside of me that demanded I fight back. It was something that sounded an awful lot like Chris's voice. Protect my brother, he'd begged me. Well, I was done. So fucking done. Protecting Sketch Capaldi had landed me in a fresh new hell with my hands bound and my hope non-existent. No more.

      I was happiest when I was fed more pills. I didn’t care what they were. They kept the constant thoughts and memories away. Kept my brain from attacking itself, and I was glad. I didn’t want to think, to feel, to remember. I welcomed the numbness, the feeling of nothing.

      What did I have to wake up to? A dead boyfriend and a vengeful ex-best friend? A father who bailed on me when I needed him most? A vindictive stepmother-to-be? A chip on my shoulder and a target on my back? And questions; more questions than I could ever possibly answer. And a life that was so far from the one I had anticipated that it made it hard to breathe.

      No, I didn’t want to wake up to that.
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        * * *

      

      In the corner of the room, a radio was playing softly. The station the nurse had selected was playing Jess Glynne's Take Me Home. I absorbed the lyrics like crack to my soul, keeping my eyes clenched shut as I listened dutifully to every single word that drifted from the little speaker.

      I didn’t know how long it had been since my last influx of meds but I felt different, more clear-minded than I had in days, and it was disconcerting. I wasn’t sure if I liked this version of me. Awareness wasn't my friend right now, not when my thoughts were too painful to contemplate. My eyelids felt sticky and damp and I presumed that was because of the sheer number of tears that had escaped me since those men came to take me from the hospital in Lake Charles. I knew that I was in Texas now, a whole state away from my problems, but that wasn't a good thing.

      Because I was isolated.

      Because Sketch was isolated.

      Forget about him, Romi, you did your best.

      Don’t you dare forget about him.

      Shut the hell up!

      The sound of a magazine being flicked open and pages roughly smacking against each other filled my ears and caused me to grimace. Furious with the noise for distracting me from the song on the radio, I clenched my jaw so tight that my molars protested against the move. Pulling on my wrists, I found I was still bound to the plush mattress beneath me. My feet were the same. I was tied down like an animal.

      A rare and sporadic swell of undiluted rage coursed through me, so potent that I knew in my heart that my relationship with my father had been fractured beyond repair. I could never forgive him for doing this. These people had cracked something critically important inside of me and I had lost contact with the part of my humanity that offered forgiveness.

      For a moment, I wondered if this was how Sketch had felt when he was little; locked away from the rest of the world, trapped in a state of confusion. Then I swiftly pushed the thoughts from my mind. I didn’t want to feel sorry for him anymore. I was tired of having sympathy for a person who had made it his life's mission to destroy me.

      I thought about that day in the hospital when I'd finally gotten through to him, or at least I thought I had. It felt like a lifetime ago, but I had seen something in his eyes, something that reminded me of a person I used to know. Again, I pushed the thought away, knowing that it wouldn’t do me an ounce of good in the long run.

      Sketch would always be the same. He didn’t change easily. He had a very one-track mind. He believed what he believed and he made no apologies for it.

      I still wanted one, though.

      I wanted an apology.

      I wanted the fucking word!

      "Stop screaming, honey," a strange voice said from close by. "It won't do you any good, and I'll have to sedate you again."

      Startled, I swung my head to look at the nurse sitting in a chair at my bedside. I hadn't realized I'd been screaming. The high-pitched keening noise that had been overriding the song was coming from me, I realized.

      I snapped my mouth shut, attempting to quieten down, but my chest continued to convulse. Blinking rapidly, I tried to see through my tears, but everything was blurry. I needed to wipe the gunk from my eyes. I needed to get up. I needed to leave.

      "Stop, Ramona," she instructed firmly. "You'll cut your wrists again."

      How? I wanted to scream. I didn’t know what I was doing. I couldn’t figure out what was happening to me.

      When I didn’t stop whatever I was supposedly doing, she leaned over my bed and placed her hands on my shackled wrists. "Just calm down."

      "Help me," I managed to strangle out. "Please…help me help him."

      "Help who, honey?" she asked as she released her hold on my wrists and reached for a syringe.

      "Him," I cried out hoarsely, shaking my head when she leaned over me with a needle aimed at my neck. "Nothing in Pocketful," I began to pant, my dry lips cracking from exertion, "is what it seems."

      "Shh. It's okay. You're going to be just fine."

      "No, you don’t understand –"

      A pricking sensation to my neck caused my words to slur and my eyelids to flutter. Twisting my head to the side, I leaned heavily against the pillow and stared out the window, watching as a pair of familiar, striking blue eyes stared back at me from the other side of the glass.

      "Run," I mumbled drowsily, quickly losing control of my limbs, as a wave of darkness threatened to pull me under. "Hide."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sketch

      

      

      "You know what, maybe I should drive us back to the motel," Presley said when we climbed into my truck. "It's been a long day and, well, you're looking a little irate there, Sketch."

      Irate was an understatement for how I was feeling. Romi was locked away in a private room, surrounded by 24/7 supervision. She had been there for the past four days, and I couldn’t do a damn thing to help. I couldn't handle it. I couldn’t put the mental image of the girl I used to know and the girl I saw in the bed together. It was like two different people. Her eyes… they weren't even the right color. I had no idea what drugs were flushing through her veins, but her pupils were so dilated that I could hardly see those whiskey colored irises I adored.

      She lay on that bed and stared, mind blank, heart bleak. Everything seemed so vacant inside of her. A surge of guilt swelled up inside of me because I knew I was responsible for this. A huge chunk of her downfall was on me.

      Fuck.

      What I hated most was the fact that I was still mad at her. I shouldn’t be, but I couldn't get past the ten months of lies and secrets. The ten months of inner turmoil. And the twelve months before than when she dated my brother…

      "It's been four days," I growled, slamming the driver's door shut and ramming my key into the ignition. "How much longer do you propose we leave her in there?" Cranking the engine, I tore out of the parking lot and into the evening traffic. "You better have a plan, because I'm telling you right here and now, Quinton, that I'm not gonna stand back and watch that happen again."

      "You know, for a guy whose brother was killed in a car wreck less than a year ago, you sure like to take risks behind the wheel," he stated, pulling on his seatbelt so tightly I had no doubt he was restricting his airways. "No wonder they call you reckless."

      "My brother wasn't killed in a car wreck," I reminded him, tightening my hold on the wheel as I swerved through traffic, narrowly avoiding a Chevy pickup. The owner blew the horn at me and I flipped the dick off, in no mood for pleasantries. "Chris was murdered and you'll be next if you don’t shut the fuck up and tell me the turn-off for the motel."

      "Question." He held up a finger, expression smug, and I rolled my eyes. "How do you expect me to direct you without speaking?"

      "Pres," I warned, just about done with his bullshit. I had been holed up in Houston with my brother's best friend for four days too many and I was growing beyond agitated. Quinton Presley might be a genius, but he was annoying as hell. "Why can't you just –"

      "Be normal?" he cut in, sounding amused. "Sounds painstakingly unimpressive, don’t you think?"

      "No," I countered, gritting my teeth. "Normal sounds like heaven right about now."

      "Liar." Reaching into his faithful bookbag, he retrieved a packet of peanut M&Ms. "Besides," he continued, popping a brown one into his mouth. "I wouldn’t be on this trip, effectively saving your beloved Ramona from the clutches of her evil daddy's dirty money, if I was, as you so-aptly put it, normal." He choked out a soft laugh and shook his head. "Hell to the no. If my level of common sense mirrored my intelligence quotient, I would be safely tucked far, far away from your crazy fucking families." He sighed dramatically. "Alas, I am loyal to a fault." He glanced sideways at me. "No doubt it will be my downfall."

      I frowned. "Dirty money?"

      Presley snorted. "Well, yes, Simba, his dirty money. Don't tell me you think men as powerful as Cal and your father got to where they are in life without dipping their toes in murky waters?"

      "No, I don’t think that, and stop calling me Simba," I snapped, tightening my hand around the wheel until my knuckles turned white.  "Don’t ever fucking call me that again."

      "Sure thing," he replied, munching happily on his M&Ms like he didn’t have a care in the world. He did. We all did. "Whatever you say, buddy."

      "I'm not your buddy, Quinton," I growled. "We're not friends, so don’t do that."

      "Do what?"

      "Try to substitute Chris with me," I bit out. "You've been doing it since we got on the road Monday night. I'm nothing like him, the whole town knows that, and if you try, you'll only end up disappointed."

      "Good grief." He let out a whistle. "That damn chip on your shoulder must be weighing you down something fierce." Turning in his seat, he gave me his full attention. "We were friends once, too, or have you forgotten that?"

      "No," I corrected with a growl. "You were Chris's friend. I have my own damn friends."

      "Teammates and people who don’t know a thing about you?" he shot back. "Ah, yes, I can see the attraction of surrounding yourself with strangers. They don’t know the real you so they can't hurt you when they leave, or worse, are taken from you." He smiled sadly. "Gotta say, you've built some mighty fine walls around that broken heart of yours, Sketch. Hell, I don’t blame you. Given your tumultuous start in life, I'd be wary of affection, too. It's human survival in its most primal form."

      "Fuck you, Pres," I spat defensively. "You don’t know shit about me."

      "I know you're getting angry because I've hit a nerve," he offered. "And don’t worry, I'll drop it, but just know that I was your friend, too."

      "What, you were my friend like she was my girlfriend? Yeah, I think we all know how that turned out," I sneered and then quickly shook my head, furious with myself for thinking about it. "Forget it," I muttered, bristling. "It's done with."

      "Damn, you got burned so badly that you're still on fire," he said, rubbing his jaw. "Does Romi know the truth yet?" he asked. "About how her dad forced you to break up with her?"

      I stiffened. "What are you talking about?"

      "Oh, come on, Sketch," he said in an exasperated tone. "Give it up, dude. It's so fricking obvious. Romi's old man hates your guts. Always has. There's no other explanation for your breakup. You wouldn’t have left her if your hands weren't tied. Besides, your two-week stint in the hospital on the run up to your breakup was pretty self-explanatory. Cal messed you up good, huh?"

      "No," I replied after a long pause, deciding against denying it. There was no point. It was quite apparent that Presley knew more about my life than I did. "Romi doesn’t know anything about it."

      "Don’t you think it's about time she learns the truth?" he asked.

      I shook my head. "No."

      "No?" He cocked a brow. "Care to explain your thought process?"

      "Because I don’t want to tell her, Presley," I snapped. "Because it won't change a thing. It won't make a difference. It won't change the past." Or the fact that she got with my brother. "It's done with. End of conversation."

      "Just to be clear," he started, holding up a finger. "When you say end of conversation, do you mean the end of our Romi conversation, or the end of all topics of conversation, period?"

      "Shut up."

      "Sketch?"

      "Shut up, Presley."

      "Are you mad now or something?"

      "Goddammit, Pres, shut the hell up!"

      "Okay, now you're just being plain rude."

      "I don’t know how to handle being in close proximity with you," I muttered. "You are a rare breed of human that I'm not entirely convinced I can deal with."

      He grinned. "Should I take that as a compliment?"

      "You should take it as your cue to stop speaking to me."

      "You don’t wanna talk? Fine. Not a problem. How about some music instead? You know what, I totally have a song for you," he chuckled, pulling out his phone. Scrolling for a few moments, he snickered when the sound of Eve 6's Think Twice began to play from the speaker of his phone. "It's like the soundtrack of your life, Sketch, huh?"

      "Wow, you just love stirring that shit pot, don’t you, Pres?" I countered hotly. "Just remember, one of these days, you're gonna be licking your own damn spoon, man."

      "I'm just kidding around, Sketch," he chuckled, killing the song. "Think twice before you jump to conclusions and I'll think twice before I touch your –"

      "You're not funny."

      "Really?" he laughed. "That's a shame because I thoroughly amuse myself."

      Selena Gomez's Back to You drifted from the speakers then and Presley barked out a laugh. "Now this one is fucking perfect."

      "Pres," I warned, hackles raised.

      "I'm just saying –"

      "Yeah, well don’t say it," I barked, grabbing his phone and switching off the music. Tossing it back on his lap, I added, "In fact, don’t say a damn thing."

      "Sure thing, friend." Seconds later, he added, "You do realize I meant that she'd go back to you, not Chris, right? Because Chris is dead, and even if he –"

      "Presley!"

      "Fine, I'm done."

      "Good."

      "Good." He shifted around and drummed his fingers against the dashboard. "Well, this is awkward."

      "Jesus," I muttered, shaking my head. "What's it like inside that head of yours?"

      "Fascinating," he replied. "Are you a virgin?"

      "What?" I snapped my head sideways and gaped at him. "The fuck kinda question is that?"

      "One based on burning curiosity," he replied without a hint of hesitation. "So, did you bang that junior – Blossom Hill or whatever the heck her name is?"

      "Blaire Hale," I corrected with a frown. "She's a senior, not a junior, and that's none of your damn business."

      His mouth fell open. "Wait – she's in our grade?"

      "She sure is."

      "Since when?"

      I rolled my eyes. "Ah, since the start of the semester when she transferred to Newton-Willis."

      "Well shit," he replied, sounding puzzled. "How did I not know that?"

      "Maybe because you always have your nose stuck in a book – or up my brother's ass."

      "Ya'll were getting pretty tight, though, right? You and Blossom?"

      "She's my rally girl," I replied with a shrug. "She makes these fucking insanely good cookies. That's all I really know about her."

      "Ah yes, the infamous rally girls of Newton-Willis," he mused. "I bet your assigned cheerleader is taking real good care of your needs, huh?"

      "Thought you knew better than to listen to idle gossip, Pres."

      "Well, I have it on good authority that you and Blossom Hill have shared a few dates." He waggled his brows. "Or was it Candice Myers you were supposed to be dating? Or maybe it was Marybeth Camden …or Laura Burcher… or was it Jodie DeAngelo?" He grinned widely. "Word around school is you've been a very busy boy, baby Capaldi."

      "Always happy to supply the rumor mill," I replied flatly.

      "Tell me."

      "No."

      "Why not?"

      "Why should I?"

      "Because we're friends."

      "We're not friends, Presley. We already covered this."

      "Romi thinks you fucked that Blossom girl," he offered. "We've spoken about it."

      "Yeah? Well, Romi can think whatever she wants."

      "Ah." His eyes lit up with excitement. "Is that a denial I'm sensing?"

      "More like a none of your fucking business."

      "I don’t think you fucked Blossom," he offered then. "In fact, I don’t think you've fucked anyone. I'd bet good money that you haven't touched a single other girl since the breakup. Wanna know why I think that, Sketch?"

      "Not really."

      "Because you're not normal."

      "Wow." I frowned. "Thanks."

      "Because you loved that girl more than I've ever seen any guy love a girl."

      "Can you change the subject?" I snapped. "Christ. You're like a broken record."

      "Fine. Did you know that according to the bible, oral sex is technically not a sin?"

      "Excuse me?" I spluttered.

      "Oral sex," he said breezily. "It's not a sin."

      "Okay, you can get out of my truck now."

      "Man, you have no idea how relieved that made your brother," he chuckled.

      "How the hell did Chris tolerate you?"

      "I'm told I grow on people." He smiled. "Like ivy."

      "Or herpes."

      "Nice," he chuckled. "So, did you fuck this Blossom chick?"

      "Blaire," I snapped.

      "Fine. Did you fuck Blaire?"

      "Did you fuck Chris?"

      "Nah, he was too busy fucking Romi."

      "Seriously, get the hell out of my truck."

      He threw his head back and laughed. "This is nice."

      "What exactly?"

      "Ah, you know, finding humor in the face of our imminent demise."

      "Jesus, you're something else."

      "I don’t think they fucked," he said then, drumming his hands on the dashboard.

      "Who?"

      "Chris and Romi."

      I flinched. "Just shut the hell up, Pres."

      "I'm serious," he urged. "I don’t think it happened."

      "I don’t care," I bit out, jaw clenched. "I don’t wanna talk about their sex-life."

      "Or lack of," he mumbled.

      "Whether they did or didn’t is of no concern to me."

      He rolled his eyes. "Sure..."

      "I'm serious," I growled. "I'm not gonna talk about this."

      He winced. "Because it still hurts?"

      Yes. "Because it ain't my business."

      "Why can't you just admit that you still love her and be done with it?"

      "Because I don’t."

      "Yeah, you fucking do, Sketch. It's so damn obvious."

      "I've already told you that it's done with."

      "Turn left up here."

      "What?"

      "Take the next left, dude. The motel's on the left."

      "Oh shit." Grabbing the wheel, I swerved into the inside lane and flicked on my blinker.

      "If it's done with then why are you here?" He eyed me curiously. "Skipping school and guaranteeing your ass a spot on the bench from your coach, not to mention an ass-kicking from your loving father when he and Cal catch up with you. Why are you in so much pain right now, Sketch? Why do you think you came running the moment you realized she was in trouble?"

      My jaw ticked as I took a sharp left, finally recognizing my surroundings. "Listen, asshole, I don't need a therapy session. I need a way to get Romi out of there and fast."

      "You're still burning, yet still willing to go to war for the person who sparked the match," he mused. "Very admirable. That's hardcore dedication right there – or blind devotion. Hell, maybe it's love." He shrugged. "I'm unfamiliar with the inner workings of the human heart, but being in love seems kinda dangerous, if you ask me. Especially if it rouses idiotic urges of tomfoolery such as –"

      "Pres," I snarled. "Focus on Romi. I want her out of there."

      "Right." Shaking his head, he tipped the remaining M&Ms into his mouth before checking his watch. "Look, pal, these things take time. It's not as simple as walking into a locked tight psychiatric facility and asking for our friend back."

      "They have her strapped to a goddamn bed," I bit out, furious. "Like an animal. She's not dangerous, Pres. She's a terrified teenage girl and they're treating her like a second-class citizen."

      "On her father's orders," he reminded me.

      "Fuck her father," I snarled. "Fuck Cal Dillon. No-good piece of shit."

      "Yes, I agree. Fuck him and the horse he rode in on, but this – " He waved a hand around aimlessly, "Romi being in there? It's a sensitive process, Sketch." He sighed wearily. "You need to exercise some patience. I can get her out, but we need to be smart about it."

      "I'm sorry, but my patience checked out a long time ago. And you weren't the one looking through that window," I practically roared, outraged. "While you were playing inspector fucking gadget and flirting with the nurses, I was watched that bitch stick Romi with a damn needle. Again. While I stood back and did nothing. Again!"

      "Oh, I'm sorry, Popeye the fucking sailor man, what would you suggest we do? Barge in and steal Olive Oil away from the medical professionals, bash them over the head with a six-pack of spinach, incite a manhunt that, more likely than not, results in your arrest, and then spend one to five years in the state penitentiary?"

      "Yes," I huffed. "That's exactly what I suggest we do." I frowned. "Minus the jailtime."

      "Now you're just being ridiculous." He blew out a frustrated breath. "Look, I have the codes for the building, I have the rotation schedules. I have the swipe card. The props. It all took time – persuasion, patience, and yes, a little charming of the ladies – but it's a done deal. We've got this, Sketch. We're all set."

      "We need to get her out of there, Pres," I said, unable to mask the pain in my voice when I pulled into the parking lot of the rundown motel. "I need to get her out of there."

      "And we will." Placing a hand on my shoulder, he gave me a reassuring squeeze. "Tonight."

      "Tonight?"

      "Yeah, we'll only have the night staff to deal with," he explained. "Sleep-deprived medial staff, outnumbered and stretched to the pin of their collar? It's perfect, Sketch. I have everything we need. I'll get us in there, man. I promise."

      I considered it for a moment before nodding. "Tell me the plan."
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        Romi

      

      

      "Chris? Is that you?" I demanded when my phone finally began to ring over an hour and a half later. One hour, he'd promised. Sixty minutes. I was supposed to call Presley, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t just leave. Not when I had no idea what was happening. "Chris?" Plugging one ear with my finger, I hurried out of the restaurant with my cell pressed to the other. "Chris, can you hear me?"

      A pained, gurgling noise filled the line, causing my blood to run cold.

      "Oh my god," I strangled out as a sob escaped me. "Did they hurt you?" Reaching into my coat pocket, I retrieved the set of car keys he'd left behind. "I'm coming to get you, okay? Just tell me where you are."

      "Ro –" His words broke off, replaced with a fit of coughing. "No, don’t come find me. Just…run."

      "Run where?" I demanded, frantic now. "Where are you?" Tears stung my eyes and I broke into a run, shoving my way past a loved-up couple on the otherwise empty street. "What's happening here, Chris? I'm scared, okay? I need to find you."

      "You gotta…run," he spluttered. "Get out of Pocketful, Ro…take Sketch and go..."

      "Chris, I'm not in Pocketful," I cried, barreling down the sidewalk in the direction of a little back street. Ten streets, ten turn offs, I repeated in my head. I remembered it was a twenty-minute walk from the restaurant to his Rover because we'd had a huge fight about it. I thought he was being ridiculous parking so far away when I had four-inch heels on. Rounding the corner, I hurried down the pitch-dark side-street, feeling my body spike with adrenalin. "I’m in the city, remember?" Moving on instinct, I veered left down another desolate alleyway and then another one, desperately trying to remember where we had parked. "It's our anniversary. We were having dinner and you just –"

      "Protect him, Romi," Chris choked out, clearly struggling to breathe. "Promise me that you'll keep my brother safe."

      "Safe from what? What are you talking about!" I cried out hoarsely. "Stop it, Chris. I don’t like this. You're scaring me, okay? It's not funny!"

      "Save yourself and my brother," came his ragged response. "Promise me…you'll protect him from the truth, Romi."

      "Truth?" I shook my head, feeling tears burning my cheeks. "What truth, Chris?" Sniffling, I hurried on, feet pounding against the sidewalk. "I think I'm lost, Chris." A sob escaped me. "Please just tell me where you are!"

      "Trust no one, Romi. It's a lie. All of it. Don’t trust these people. Protect my brother and get out of Pocketful." A pained groan filled my ears before he continued, "Don't let him avenge me. He'll die trying –"

      A horrendous banging noise tore through the night, piercing my ears and causing my heart to flatline.

      I knew that sound.

      Gunshot.

      For a few terrified moments, I remained frozen to the spot in the dark street, eyes wide and mouth agape, while I tried to register where the noise had come from. It sounded close, too close for comfort, too close to come from the other side of a phone.

      Panic stricken, I looked around, seeking help and finding nothing. Dread settled deep in my stomach. Something wasn't right. Where was everyone?

      "Chris?" I breathed, panting erratically into the phone. Pressing a hand to my chest, I backed up against the nearest wall and whispered, "Are you still there?"

      Nothing.

      Oh god, this is bad.

      "Chris?" I squeezed out, trembling from head to toe. "Please answer me."

      Silence.

      This is so bad.

      The sound of my own breathing, loud and uneven, filled my ears and I pushed off the wall, feet moving me forward against my better judgement. Scurrying down another alleyway, I continued to sob into the phone. "Chris?" Sniffling, I tripped over my own high heel before quickly righting myself. "Please don’t do this to me. Keep talking. Please!"

      "That's enough, boys," a male voice boomed, causing my feet to halt and my heartrate to spike to dangerous levels. "Pretty boy's a goner."

      In the distance, at the very end of the unlit street, four looming shapes came into focus. Eyes squinting, I forced myself to make sense of what I was seeing, witnessing. A familiar, silver Range Rover parked up ahead, and the men from the restaurant next to it. All four men were there, standing over a slumped figure on the ground.

      I could hear the man's voice both floating through the air and through the phone, and it was at that exact moment that I knew it was Chris he was referring to.

      "Kid's finished," one of them said. "Bleeding out like a stuck pig. Be dead in an hour. Nice and slow. Painful as promised."

      "Take the damn picture and let's bounce," another one said. "I don’t like this."

      "Don’t like what?"

      "Being out in the open like this."

      The first one chuckled darkly. "The boss man's untouchable, asshole."

      "Hear that, kid?" Rearing back, one of the men kicked the limp frame on the ground. "You can't win in this world. The good guys always finish last."

      "Yeah," the cruel-voiced one sneered. "And snitches get stitches, little man."

      "Or caskets, in your case."

      "Thought you were so damn smart, didn’t you? Gave us a good chase, too, kid. Running us around in circles for months, thinking you were actually gonna outsmart us. Should have kept your nose out of business that didn’t concern you." The man laughed harshly. "You know, I'm actually gonna miss this little game of cat and mouse we've had going."

      Slapping a hand over my mouth, I slowly backtracked, not stopping until my body was pressed firmly against the side of a dumpster. Keeping a death grip on my phone, I slowly lowered myself to the ground, ignoring the puddle of muddy water I was kneeling in.

      "What about the girl he was with?" another voice asked, and I had to bury my face in the curve of my elbow to keep from screaming. "Should we go back for her?"

      "No…" a gurgling voice cried. "She doesn’t…know…anything."

      Oh god, Chris!

      "Ah, don’t worry, kid," the first guy said. "We ain't gonna touch your pretty little girlfriend tonight. Boss man's got bigger plans for that pussy."

      Knees bopping restlessly, I curled into the smallest ball I could and held my breath, petrified beyond belief.

      "You've got yourself a good bitch there, Capaldi," the cruel one laughed. "Still sitting in her chair like an obedient dog. You and that brother of yours trained her well.  Too bad you won't be around for the trade –"

      "Fuck…you," Chris choked out. "Leave her –"

      "Out of this?" the man offered with a chuckle. "Now, you know that won't happen. She's valuable, kid. At least until he comes back. After that, who knows what'll happen – is that your phone?" the man demanded then. "Are you on the fucking phone?"

      "You fucking dumbass."

      "Do you know what you've done? Could've been just you, kid, but you had to blow it."

      "Fuck this, Catochi. Let's get out of here."

      "Hello, princess," a deep, gravelly voice came down the line, the voice of the first man, the leader. "Are you listening?"

      Eyes widening in horror, I bit down hard on my coat and held my breath, not daring to make a sound, phone clutched with a death grip, as his voice continued to fill my ears. "Can you hear me, princess? Yeah, I know you can. I can taste your fear. Your heart's pounding right about now, isn't it? Bones rattling, teeth chattering? Hmm. Yeah, pretty little princess with the golden hair, you should be scared. See, I'm a bad man. And you, Ramona Dillon, are surrounded by very bad, very dangerous men. So, listen carefully –"

      "Romi…run," Chris groaned before coughing fitfully. "Run, babe."

      "Don’t even think about running," the man warned. "That's a very bad move, princess."

      Swallowing down a sob, I clenched my eyes shut, feeling the tears drip down my cheeks, while I continued to hold the phone to my ear, not daring to speak a word in response.

      "Here's what you're gonna do," the man continued. "You're gonna find your little boyfriend, and you're gonna make this whole mess disappear. You're gonna be a good little princess and do exactly what you're told."

      "Romi, I'm sorry –"

      "Then you're gonna run on home to your daddy and forget everything you think you saw tonight, forget everything you think you heard. You're gonna park your sweet little ass in your daddy's mansion and stay there. You got that, princess?"

      Trembling, I shook my head and pinched the bridge of my nose.

      "Because if you don't do what you're told, he dies," he continued. "If you talk, he dies." A low chuckle escaped him. "And I'm not talking about mister knight-in-shining-armor here."

      A shudder racked through me, more violent than I'd ever experienced. This had to be a nightmare. I was dreaming. I had to be. This couldn’t be real.

      "Yeah, you know who I'm talking about, don’t you, princess?" The man laughed. "We've got eyes on him, too. The other brother. One word from you to the cops or your daddy and he's a dead man. You even think about running away, and I'll put a bullet in his brain."

      Sketch.

      Sketch.

      Sketch.

      "Now, I hate to cut this short, but we'll be seeing each other real soon," he said. "Be a good girl, do what you're told, and keep your mouth shut."

      The line went dead then, and I didn’t move a muscle. I didn’t even blink. Instead, I remained motionless on the ground of the grimy back alley, with my body pressed to the dumpster, listening to their footsteps retreat.

      Seconds turned into minutes before I dared to unlock my limbs. Breathing quick and uneven, I fell to my knees and slowly peeked around the dumpster.

      "Chris," I cried out hoarsely when my gaze landed on his still frame. He was all alone now, the men long gone. "Chris!" Sniffling, I scrambled clumsily to my feet and ran for him. "Oh god, Chris!"

      Not stopping until I reached him, I collapsed in a heap at his side, my trembling hands hunting for any sign of life. When my fingertips found the slightest hint of a pulse, a sob of relief tore from my lips. "It's okay," I sniffled, pulling his head onto my lap and holding him close to me, ignoring the puddle of his blood we were both sitting in. "I'm gonna get you help, okay?"

      "Romi," he whispered, breathing labored. "Go."

      "I can't," I cried, rocking him in my arms like you would a tiny child. "I can't leave you. That's insane. We need to get help."

      "No," he ground out. "You don’t understand."

      "Shh." Sniffling, I leaned close and pressed a kiss to his forehead. His face was so mangled that I could hardly make out his eyes. "You'll be okay." Shaking, I reached for my phone that I had dropped and quickly dialed 911. "I'm gonna fix this."

      "Don’t." Gasping for air, Chris smacked the phone out of my hand. "No cops."

      "Are you crazy?" I practically screamed. "You're dying!"

      "I know," he whispered, attempting to breathe through his nose, only to splutter and cough. "It's okay."

      "It's not okay, Chris," I cried out harshly. "None of this is okay." Blood. There was so much blood. All over him. Pouring out of his body. "Oh god," I sobbed as my gaze roamed over him. "What did those monsters do to you?" My eyes landed on his left hip and I paled as thick oozy blood gushed from the wound. "They shot you, Chris," I whispered, trembling. "Chris, you've been shot."  The shirt he was wearing was soaked through with blood. His jeans were the same. It was literally leaking from every part of him. "Oh my god, you're bleeding out."

      "I know," he panted. "The car. Help me get in."

      "But, Chris –"

      "Do it, Romi!" he snarled, chest rising and falling quickly. "Fucking do what you're told for once in your life, dammit!"

      "Okay," I cried. "Don’t shout at me. I'm scared."

      "I know, babe," he wheezed and the rattling noise coming from deep in his chest terrified me to my core. "Just do this for me."

      Completely bewildered, I unlocked the car and helped Chris off the ground. It took several attempts, but I finally managed to hoist him into the passenger seat.

      "Okay," I sniffled, climbing into the driver's seat. "What now?"

      "Drive," he instructed, hunched sideways in the seat.

      "Wh-what?" My eyes widened in horror. "You know I can't drive for shit. I'm bad, Chris. I'm not good –"

      "Put your seatbelt on and drive the damn car," he cut me off, panting and wheezing. "Do it now, Romi!"

      "Okay!" Sniffling, I quickly fastened my seatbelt and jammed the key in the ignition. The engine roared to life and a sob tore through me. "I n-need to get you to a h-hospital." Switching on the windshield wipers, I gripped the wheel tightly and blinked away the tears clouding my vison. "That's what we're g-gonna do, okay?"

      "No." He shook his head. "You need to drive. Just drive, babe."

      "No," I sobbed. "I need to get you to a doctor."

      "I'm a dead man," he breathed. "I am. Whether I go to a hospital or not. I'm a dead man walking, Romi. They'll find me and they'll end me."

      "No…" I couldn’t stop the tears from scalding my cheeks. "What do you need from me?"

      "Drive," he instructed weakly.

      "Where to?"

      "Pocketful."

      "But you said to get out of –"

      "I know what I said," he gurgled and then coughed loudly. "But they know. They fucking know. And now you've gotta do this."

      "Do what?" I demanded, hysterical now. "Know what? Oh my god, you're gonna die," I screamed, veering recklessly between traffic until the lights of the city were behind us. "I need to get you help and I'm going the wrong way!"

      "It's okay. It's my own… fault," he ground out, wheezing. "You gotta be…brave for me now."

      "Chris, what did you do?" I sobbed, gripping the wheel tightly as I cried hard and ugly. "Who were those men? What are you involved in?"

      "It's not me," he breathed. "It's them."

      "Them?" I shook my head. "Who's them?"

      "Listen to me –" Coughing and spluttering, he reached a hand across the console and attempted to squeeze my thigh. "This is all my fault, okay? I'm so fucking sorry, Romi. I am. I shouldn't have called you back tonight. It was stupid. I should've hung up the damn phone when they caught up with me again. I just, I couldn’t leave you like this. Defenseless. I need you to know what's happening. I didn’t wanna die for nothing –" A pained groan tore from his chest and he began to shake violently. "I don’t think I have much time left."

      "Don’t say that!" I screamed, hands leaping off the wheel to clutch my hair. "Oh my god, oh my god, I can't deal with this."

      "I've written it all down," he strangled out. "Everything. It's all there."

      "What is?" I cried. "I don’t understand what's happening here."

      "My journal," he whispered. "It's in my bookbag." He hacked up another clump of blood. "Backseat."

      Frantic, I shoved a hand into the backseat and dragged his bag between the seats. "This one?" I asked, rummaging around in the bag and retrieving the brown, leather-bound journal he was never without.

      Nodding weakly, Chris used his bloodied hand to push the journal onto my lap. "Take it. Keep it safe. Don't let them get it. Right now, I need you to keep on forgetting, but when it's time to remember, you'll find what you need in here."

      "No." Shaking my head, I refuted those stupid words. "I need to know what's happening right now!"

      "You already know," he choked out. "You're just not ready to remember."

      "But that doesn’t make any sense!"

      "He doesn't know I know," he slurred, head drooping forward. "He doesn’t know who he is. He isn’t who you think he is," he breathed. "None of them are. And you can't be in Pocketful after your eighteenth birthday. They're coming for you," he strangled out, blood dribbling down his lips. "For both of you."

      "Who?" I demanded. "Who doesn't know, Chris? Who's coming for me?"

      "Seth," he groaned. "It's almost time."

      "Seth?" I shook my head in horror. "Who's Seth?"

      "You know."

      "No, I don't!"

      "And Jacob."

      "Chris, I don’t know any Seth or Jacob," I strangled out, sobbing hard. "You're scaring me."

      "It's all there, Romi," he wheezed. "In my journal." Reaching up, he tapped my temple. "And in here."

      "No, it's not," I sobbed. "I don’t know what you're talking about. I don’t know anything!"

      "Yes, you do," he choked out. "I promise." Gasping for air, he clutched my hand weakly in his trembling one. "Now, I need you to do one more thing for me."

      Bawling like a baby, I forced myself to nod. "O-okay."

      "I need you to crash this car," he wheezed. "I need you to make this go away. Make what…happened to me look like an accident and never…go back on your word."

      "What?" My eyes widened in horror. "What the fuck?"

      "I'm serious," he whispered, eyelids drooping. "Those men…babe, trust me. This is what you have to do." Another fit of coughing engulfed him, this time producing dark, almost black blood from his lips. "They're challenging you… What do you think that phone call was about? They're watching us right now. Don’t doubt that. You have to do this…it will buy you time…"

      "Time for what?"

      "To escape." He groaned in obvious agony. "To remember."

      "I don’t care, Chris. I'm not –"

      "Do it, Romi!"

      "I can't!" I screamed, delirious.

      "You have no choice."

      "I'm so scared."

      "Good. Your fear might just keep you alive."

      "I don’t want you to die."

      "Do you want Sketch to die?" he slurred, gagging and choking on his own blood. "Because he's next if you don’t do this!"

      "No!" I screamed at the top of my lungs. "No, dammit!"

      "Please…"

      "But why?" I cried hoarsely, unable to see through my tears. "Why is this happening to us?"

      "You know," he gurgled. "You already know, Romi."

      "I don’t," I wailed, trembling from head to toe.

      Silence enveloped us for several minutes while his breathing grew more erratic and my mind taunted me with images of a life I wasn't sure existed…

      The sound of a small child crying.

      A dark room.

      Men's voices.

      Blue eyes.

      The taste of fear.

      Pain.

      Bad words.

      Death.

      Whiskey eyes.

      My mother crying.

      A lock and key.

      Their screams.

      Round windows.

      Flesh.

      Hushed promises.

      The boy.

      The boy.

      The boy.

      And me…

      "The boy!" I blurted out, feeling frantic. "What boy?"

      "You know," was all Chris replied, voice barely more than a whisper.

      "Chris, I don’t –"

      "He's coming for you."

      "Help me, dammit!"

      "Finish this, Romi… Crash the car and protect…my brother," he slurred, sagging forward. "Tell him I'm sorry for what I did."

      "No, no, no," I cried out when he slumped face down on his own lap. "Don’t do this to me. Don’t leave me on my own, Chris."

      "Tell him I love him," he continued, and the rattling in his chest deepened. "Tell him…tell him…to run…"

      "Chris!" I cried, pulling the car over to the side of the road. Killing the engine, I unbuckled my belt and scrambled across the console. "Wake up," I sobbed, forcing him to sit back up. "God, Chris, you can't do this to me." Using all of my strength, I forced him into a sitting position and held his face in my hands. "Open your eyes."

      He didn’t and I knew that he would never open his eyes again.

      "No!" The scream that tore from my chest was almost feral. "No!" Hysterical, I scrambled onto his lap and clung to his lifeless frame. "Don’t go." Crying hard and ugly, I clenched my eyes shut and prayed for someone to make this stop. To bring back Chris and erase the last three hours of my life. Ignoring the low, keening noise coming from my chest, I remained on his lap, feeling his body grow colder with each passing minute.

      Finish this, Romi.

      Finish this.

      I don’t want to.

      You have to.

      Protect him.

      Sketch.

      Sketch!

      "Sketch," I sniffled, feeling a tiny spark of something still flickering in my heart. Numb to the bone, I climbed back into the driver's seat. "Okay." Movements robotic, I reached for my seatbelt and snapped it into place. "I can do this." With my hands covered in blood, I slowly turned the key in the ignition, feeling nothing when the engine roared back to life. "I can –" holding my breath when a wave of heartache threatened to engulf me, I forced my mind to empty, "do this," I finished, pulling back onto the road.

      Clenching the wheel so tight my knuckles turned white, I pressed the petal to the floor and ignored the tears trickling down my cheeks as I picked up speed. I kept on speeding, allowing the Rover to eat up the miles, until the familiar Welcome to Pocketful signpost came into view. Only then did I pull the wheel and veer off road, heading straight for the –

      

      "Catochi!" Gasping for air, my eyes flew open. "Catochi," I slurred, pulling and yanking on the leather cuffs binding my hands and feet to the hospital bed. "Catochi, Catochi, Catochi!"

      "Alright, Romi, just take a breath," someone told me, but I couldn’t see who. I was too busy freaking the hell out. "You're perfectly safe and everything is fine."

      "No. You're wrong –" Shaking my head, I yanked on the restraints. "Let me out!" I shrieked, panicking. "You don’t understand. I need to –"

      "Call Dr. Hardy," the voice said as a pair of strong hands clamped down on my shoulders. "She's not cooperating again."

      "No!" Thrashing wildly, I desperately tried and failed to free myself. "Get off me," I snarled, roughly jerking away from the weight pressing down on me. "You can't keep me here against my will."

      "Romi, listen to me," the nurse tried to coax as she leaned over me, pressing down hard on my arms. "You need to calm down. You don’t want the doctor to sedate you again, do you?"

      I was done listening. I was done being calm. I was fucking done, period. Lunging forward, I bit her as hard as I could, sinking my teeth into her shoulder.

      "Ah!" the nurse yelped, jerking away from me like a scalded dog.

      "Let. Me. Go," I hissed, breathing hard and fast. "Please."

      "Now that was a mistake," a deeper voice said. A man, I noted through the haze, as a doctor in a white coat approached me, syringe in hand. "Say goodnight, Romi."

      Willing some super human strength and coming up empty, I let out a pained scream as the needle entered my vein. "You don’t understand. Please. Please. I just need to see Sk–" My words broke off as a wave of heat rushed through my body, changing the rhythm of my heartbeat, and making my eyelids droop. Moments later, the darkness swallowed me up in a cocoon of nothingness.
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      "I've compiled a list," Presley announced proudly when I stepped out of the shower later that night. Sprawled across the lone double bed in our room, with an array of papers littered around him, he drummed his fingers against the thread-worn, brown blanket and grinned. "You know, I was always a fan of Clue growing up. Have you ever played? I could ask the lady behind the desk if she has any board games guests can borrow?"

      Considering we were staying in a rundown motel that I was fairly sure contained more bugs than a junk yard, I somehow doubted the owners supplied their guests with entertainment. The fact that we had prepaid with cash and hadn't been asked for I.D when checking in only strengthened my theory. "Forget the games." I folded my arms across my chest and leveled him with a hard look. "You made a list?"

      He rolled his eyes. "Yes, Holden, I made a list."

      "Don’t do that," I warned, shifting in discomfort. "It's weird."

      "Don't do what?" he mused, pushing his glasses up his nose. "Refer to you by your given name?" I nodded and he smirked. "You've got it, buddy."

      "So," unfolding my arms, I readjusted and tightened the towel around my waist before moving for the can of deodorant on top of the television set, "what about this list?"

      "Ah, yes, the list." Reaching for one of the notepads on the mattress, he swiped up a pen and began to scribble furiously. "Well, I figured that while we wait to spring Romi from the joint later tonight, we should compile a list of potential suspects in Chris's death." Clearing his throat, he added, "I've already made a start on said list."

      "Good idea," I agreed, squirting both pits with spray. "Did you write down the four men Romi saw follow Chris out of the restaurant that night?"

      Presley shook his head. "No, forget the men. They're small fish in an ocean of sharks. I've compiled sharks, my friend."

      "But those men clearly had something to do with it," I argued.

      "Yes, Sketch, they clearly did, because they were clearly sent by someone much higher up the food chain," he replied. "Why hunt the help when the employer is pulling the strings? Think about it."

      I stilled. "I'm listening."

      "Number one on the list," he said, tapping his finger against the pad. "The mysterious Jacob Toretto."

      The name on the piece of paper hidden in Chris's secret cubbyhole in the floor. I nodded my approval. "Good choice."

      "I know, right?" He grinned. "I've seen that name appear dozens of times in various journals and textbooks belonging to Chris. I didn’t know what it meant at the time – still don’t, but I think it's safe to say this Jacob guy is top of our list."

      "Who's next?"

      "Chris Capaldi."

      "My brother, the murder victim?" I shook my head. "You truly are a headcase."

      "Chris senior," he corrected. "As in, daddy dearest."

      "My dad?" I stiffened. "Why?"

      "Why not?"

      "Because he was Chris's father," I shot back, feeling oddly defensive.

      "So," Presley scoffed. "He's your father, too, Sketch, and we all know how un-fatherly he can be."

      I flushed bright red, feeling embarrassed and ashamed. "He loved Chris."

      "I know, and I mean no offense," Presley added with an apologetic grimace. "But considering the way you've been treated, it's plausible."

      "No." I shook my head. "Leave my dad out of it."

      "But –"

      "No," I snapped. "Strike him off, Pres."

      Wisely holding his tongue, Presley scratched my father's name off his list before asking, "What about your mama?"

      I glared at him. "She's number three?"

      "Sure is."

      "The woman who genuinely is in a state of cata-phobia since my brother's death? You think she'd kill her own son? The same woman who was at home with me the night he died? Seriously, asshole?"

      "Catatonia," he corrected with a small tug of his lips. "And we have to be open-minded here, Sketch."

      "By suspecting only members of my family?" I arched a brow. "Hell no. Forget it. Strike my folks off that damn list. He was the apple of their eyes. Ain't a damn thing either one of them would've done to harm a hair on golden boy's head."

      "Golden boy." Presley let out a whistle. "Ooof, am I sensing some deep-seeded sibling hostility, mister black sheep of the family?"

      "You know what I meant," I muttered, rubbing my jaw.

      "I sure did," he agreed. "But speaking of your parents – have they tried to contact you since we left Pocketful?"

      "Wouldn't know. Turned my phone off."

      "Is that wise?"

      I brushed off his question and changed the subject, knowing full well that it didn’t matter whether I had my phone turned on or not. Nobody was going to come looking for me. "Who's number four?"

      "Cal Dillon."

      I grunted my approval. "Now that I can get on board with."

      Pres chuckled. "I bet."

      "What about Vic-whore-ia?" I suggested then. "Put her down as number five."

      "Already beat you to it, buddy."

      "Number six?"

      "Uh, I've only got five."

      "Five?" I deadpanned. "I thought you were supposed to be a genius? So far, all you have is a list of my parents, Romi's asshole dad, the whore fucking both of our dads, and some faceless dude. Good job, Pres." I gave him two solid thumbs up. "You're on fire."

      "Got any suggestions?"

      "What about people at school?"

      He shook his head. "Nah, your brother was adored. And besides, this is bigger than some shitty high school grudge."

      "Enemies of the family?"

      "Know any?"

      "No." I sighed in defeat. "None that I know of."

      He smirked. "Not so easy, is it?"

      "Well, you said all of this started when Chris started digging around in Vic-whore-ia's business." I waved a hand around aimlessly. "I say we start there."

      "Or we could wait until we get Romi back and ask her?" he suggested. "Chances are she knows a helluva lot more than us, dude."

      "No point." Sighing, I bowed my head and dropped my hands to my hips. "She's not ready to talk and we're not gonna force her."

      "We're not?"

      My head snapped up. "No, Presley. We're not."

      "Feeling a little protective there, Sketch?"

      "Careful."

      "What about you?" he asked then.

      My eyes narrowed. "What about me?"

      "Well, think, Sketch." Removing his glasses, he blew onto each lens before wiping them with his sleeve. "Was there anything out of the ordinary that you and Chris spoke about before he died?"

      "Dude, my brother was fucking my girl," I growled. "We weren't exactly swapping secrets before he died."

      He placed his glasses back on his nose. "You guys were fighting?"

      "Well, no. Not exactly fighting." I blew out a pained breath. "I mean, we still talked and hung out and stuff. We were just…distant."

      "Hmm." He clicked his tongue and scribbled something down on his notepad. "Interesting."

      I bristled. "Asshole, if you write my name on that list, I will legit snap your neck."

      "For how long?" he asked then, confusing the hell out of me.

      "How long what?"

      "How long were you and Chris estranged for?"

      "We weren't estranged, Pres," I snapped, agitated. "We were just –"

      "Distant," he filled in impatiently. "Yes, yes, I know, but for how long?"

      I glared at him, suspicious. "What does it matter?"

      "He was protecting us from something," Pres replied, tone sharper. "You were the one he was most insistent on being kept out of this…whatever the hell this is." He waved his pen around aimlessly. "Therefore, I need to know everything that went down between you two. Every teeny, tiny, insignificant detail. How else am I supposed to come up with a theory or crack the damn puzzle he left behind?"

      "Jesus Christ, Pres, I don’t know." I blew out a frustrated breath, brain officially fried. "For a while."

      "And what constitutes as a while in the land of Sketch Capaldi. Hmm? Hours, days, weeks, months –"

      "Since Romi," I barked, running a hand through my damp hair. "Okay? Happy now? Since they started dating."

      "That far back?"

      I nodded stiffly, feeling the familiar pang of pained betrayal hit me square in the chest.

      Presley made an O shape with his lips. "Well then."

      "Don’t give me that look," I warned, pointing my finger at him. "You have no idea what that was like for me. Having to watch that. Them. Together. After –" I shook my head, feeling my entire body tremble. "I did my best to deal so don't you dare judge me for taking a step back."

      "Oh, you'd be surprised what I understand, my friend," he replied with a sad smile. "And I'm not judging you."

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "Nothing," he replied with a shake of his head. "It is, as you said earlier, irrelevant."

      "Did he know?" The words slipped out before I had a chance to take them back or stop myself. It was a question that had tormented me for two long years. "Chris," I continued, dreading the answer. "Did he know what Cal did to me?" I swallowed deeply. "Did he know why I had to break it off with her? That I was forced?"

      "Sketch, I really don’t think you want the answer to that –"

      "Did he know, Presley?" I repeated, voice shaking right along with the rest of me. "Did Chris know?"

      "Yeah, man, he knew," he finally replied.

      I was unprepared for the pain that hit me square in the chest. It was so strong, so fucking horrendous, that I had to press a hand to the skin covering my heart to steady myself. "And he still did that to me." It wasn't a question. Just a whispered statement. A crushing reality check.

      "Yep," Presley agreed with a sigh. "What a pickle indeed."

      "A pickle?" I turned to glare at him. "A fucking pickle, Pres?"

      "Hey, I didn’t fuck your girl," he replied, holding his hands up. "Don’t shoot the messenger."

      "Just change the subject," I blurted, pinching the bridge of my nose. "Quickly. Please. Before I lose my fucking mind."

      "You don’t wanna talk about Chris?"

      "I do," I ground out. "Just not them."

      "Chris and Romi as a couple?"

      "Presley!"

      "Okay, okay, relax." He held his hands up. "Just take a breath."

      "Just don’t talk about them like that." Grimacing, I dropped my towel and reached into my duffel bag for a fresh pair of boxers. "I can't hear it, okay?"

      "Ah, yeah, sure thing." Pushing his glasses up his nose, he reached for one of the notepads. "Care to put some pants on before we go any further?" He flicked his wrist, gesturing to my body. "While I am entirely unoffended by your blatant display of cock and balls – nice tatts, by the way – it's a little more than distracting, dude. And when I say a little, I mean a lot. "

      I frowned. "What?"

      "Jesus, you're a shower, aren't you?" he groaned, twisting onto his stomach. "Holy hell, so I totally get that it's normal for you and your jock buddies to prance around the locker room in your birthday suits, but if you could refrain while sharing such small quarters with me, I'd really appreciate it."

      "Do you have a condition or something?" I asked, morbidly curious and grateful for the distraction.

      "A condition?"

      "Yeah, like ADHD or something?"

      "Now why would you even say that?"

      I shrugged. "Well, you're all jittery and shit, you never stop talking, you're always tapping or drumming on something. Also, I've shared a bed with you for the past four nights and I'm telling you now, Pres, that you squirm around constantly. In fact, you're doing it right now; twisting and shifting around on the bed like a damn slippery eel." I squinted, taking in his flushed expression. "And you sort of look like you're in pain, if I'm being honest."

      Presley arched a brow. "If by condition you mean I get hard when I see an extremely attractive, naked man, then yes, dude, I have a condition."

      "You do?"

      "No, dumbass, I don’t have a condition," he drawled, tone laced with sarcasm. "And I don't typically display traits of eel-like behavior, as you so tactfully put it, but you're hot and you also have a tendency to get naked around me." He shrugged unapologetically. "I'm only human."

      "I…huh?"

      He rolled his eyes. "I'm gay, Sketch."

      My brows shot up. "You're gay?"

      "I sure am," he replied, giving me a hard look. "Is that a problem for you?"

      "What?" I blanched. "No, dude. I'm just…surprised is all." I scratched the back of my head, feeling stumped. "You're gay, Pres?"

      His lips twitched. "You really didn’t know?"

      "Uh…" I shrugged sheepishly. "No?"

      "Jesus." Smirking, he shook his head. "Chris was right. You really are clueless."

      "How did I not know this about you?" Stepping into my boxers, I quickly pulled them up my hips. "We've known each other since kindergarten."

      "That is true," he agreed, tapping a pen against his notepad.

      "So," I mused, padding over to the bed. "Are you out?"

      "Define out."

      "You know what I mean," I muttered, sinking down beside him. "Do your folks know and shit?"

      "That would be a negative," he replied, scribbling furiously on the notepad. "I mean, I'm not ashamed or anything, I'm proud of who I am and my sexuality doesn’t define me, but you know my father, Sketch." He sighed and tossed the notepad away. "He's the definition of a good ol' boy. Not to mention the fact that our hometown didn’t join the rest of the world in the twenty-first century."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Pocketful, Sketch." Exhaling heavily, he flopped onto his back and folded his arms behind his head. "It's stuck in the fifties, dude. Old views. Old morals. Old politics. Old thinking. Old freaking plumbing. Old everything."

      I thought about it for a moment before reluctantly agreeing with him. "It's bullshit. You know that, right? You are who you are, man." Sighing, I flopped onto my back next to him. "No judgement from me."

      Presley nodded stiffly. "Appreciate it."

      "What about your mama?" I asked, craning my neck to face him. "Does she know?"

      "Yeah." He smiled. "She's known since I was ten."

      "You knew since then? Hell, dude, I didn’t even know anything about myself at that age."

      He choked out a laugh. "Now, don’t be lying to yourself, Holden Capaldi. You knew well and good what your preference was back then." He waggled his brows. "You sure spent enough time figuring it out with Romi in that treehouse of hers."

      Smirking, I nudged his shoulder with mine. "So, I'm sexy, huh?"

      He rolled his eyes. "You're alright."

      "What about Chris?" I asked. "Did he know?"

      "Yeah." His smile faltered for a brief moment as a surge of pain flickered in his eyes. "He knew."

      "And Ro?"

      "Yeah, she knows."

      "Damn, Pres, think you could've given me a head's up," I chuckled, resting my hands on my stomach. "I can't believe I wasted half my life hating on you because I thought you were into Romi."

      He grinned. "Ah, yes, it was truly an amusing experience watching you puff out your chest like a damn gorilla whenever I veered too close to your precious, pom-pom cheerleader."

      His words hit me hard and my laughed died off. "What am I gonna do, Pres?" Admitting defeat, I let my shoulders sag, feeling thoroughly deflated. "I hurt her, man. So bad. The shit I did to her. The things I said." I glared up at the ceiling. "I was a complete monster."

      "Apologize," he replied simply. "Mean it, and hope for the best."

      I shook my head. "I can't."

      "Why not?"

      "Because I'm still mad at her."

      "For getting with Chris?"

      Yes. "No." I cleared my throat. "For lying to me for ten months. For keeping the truth about my brother's death a secret. For making me feel crazy. For making everyone else think I was losing my damn mind. For not trusting me to do right by her. She could've called me that night, man. She could have called either one of us, but she didn’t. She made a decision and the consequences are crippling."

      "What would you have had her do, Sketch?" he asked, turning to face me. "She thought she was protecting you. She made a promise to Chris."

      "I know," I groaned, running a hand through my hair. "And I get that, okay, I do, but I can't change how I feel about it."

      "All I'm gonna say on the matter is Romi Dillon is a good girl. She is, man, and you know it. She's loyal and faithful, and the girl adores you. Always has. So, apologize, own your shit, and make it right."

      "I just…" I blew out a harsh breath. "I need the whole picture, you know? Right now, everything's all jumbled up and nothing makes sense. If she could just hold it together and explain how they ended up in that car, I think I could make some sort of peace with it."

      "You know we can't take her back there, right?" he said then.

      I locked eyes with him. "Back to Pocketful?"

      He nodded slowly. "Her father will send her straight back to Tully House, or worse, somewhere further away. You'll never see her again."

      "God, I hate that man," I hissed, jaw clenched, as I turned back to face the ceiling.

      "You've gotta help her, Sketch," he added. "And I don’t just mean break her out of prison. I mean really help her. As in, the pick up the pieces, healing kind of help."

      "How can I heal her when I'm the one who broke her?" I asked quietly.

      "No idea," he replied. "But you've gotta try. I've been withdrawing the maximum limit at the ATM from both of our bank accounts for four days. That leaves us a little shy of six grand. It's more than enough to get by without leaving a paper trail behind once we leave Houston. We'll make it work until I figure out our next move."

      "She jumped from the treehouse," I confessed, biting down hard on my bottom lip. "She didn’t fall, she wasn't pushed, she just…quit."

      "Shit," he muttered.

      I sighed heavily. "Yeah."

      "And you're worried?" he offered knowingly. "About her state of mind?"

      "I'm more than worried," I admitted, turning to look at him. "What if she tries it again? We can't leave her on her own once we break her out, Pres. Not for a second. Plus, she's in a cast – or a boot, or whatever the hell they call it. She's totally fucking wounded."

      "She's traumatized," he stated. "She knows more than she's letting on. She's the key to this, Sketch. I'm telling you, she's the fucking answer to everything and the sooner we get her talking the better."

      "You think that'll help her – talking?"

      "Can't hurt."

      "I hope you're right."

      "Well, it's not safe for her at home right now – and it's not safe for you either," he said after a long pause. "Not until we put a name and a face to the asshole/assholes behind Chris's death and figure out what he was trying to protect us from. So, I suggest you and Romi find a way to heal those wounds you've put in each other and build some kind of bridge. Ya'll need each other and I need you both. The past needs to stay in the past."

      "Yeah," I replied, brows furrowed. "You're right."

      "I'm always right," he chuckled, checking his watch and then springing off the bed. "Now, are we gonna do this or what?"

      "I'm ready." I sat up and watched him flitter around the room like a caged butterfly. "Are you sure this is gonna work though, Pres?"

      "That's Dr. Hardy to you," he replied, a mischievous glint in his eye as he placed the lanyard with the swipe card he'd snagged earlier around his neck. "And trust me, I've seen this work a million times on TV. We go in, you distract the nurse, I'll free the patient, we stuff her in your cart, and then we roll the hell out of dodge. Easy as pie."

      "You saw this work on television so now you think it's gonna work in real life?"

      "Sure did and sure do."

      "Wow." I deadpanned. "Now I'm really convinced."

      "You should be." Reaching into his bookbag, he withdrew a pair of green scrubs and tossed them at me. "We've got this, Sketch. But –" He held a finger up. "On the off-chance that it doesn’t work and we get caught, I'm totally throwing you under the bus because I'm not built for prison." He chuckled nervously. "Full disclosure."

      "Lovely," I muttered, grabbing the orderly scrubs. "That's just…fucking lovely."
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      When I woke again, it was to a spinning room and tingling limbs. Feeling woozy from the steady stream of medication that had been rammed into my veins, I blinked the sleep from my eyes and peered around the sterile room.

      "Ah, good, you're awake," a gentle voice said from close by. "My name is Kathy. I'm your nurse tonight and I'll be with you until changeover at 8am." I heard the sound of a hardback snapping shut moments before a chair scraping against the tiled floor filled the silence. "You've been asleep for hours, Romi."

      Reluctantly, I turned my neck to face her. "What time…" swallowing deeply, I forced out, "is it?"

      "It's a little after four in the morning," she replied, voice warm, eyes kind. "On Thursday night – or Friday morning." She smiled. "Whichever way you want to look at it."

      "Oh." Turning back to face the ceiling, I ran my tongue over my cracked lips, tasting the familiar tang of metallic on my flesh.

      "How are you feeling?" she asked, fussing with the blanket draped over my body. "Any pain in your leg?"

      "Um…" I shook my head. "Just thirsty."

      Sympathy flickered in her brown eyes and she leaned close to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. "Such a pretty girl," she whispered sadly. "Such a shame."

      "I feel really…woozy."

      "That's the meds," she explained. "You're a little out of it right now, but that's okay. It's a chance for you to get some well-deserved rest. I bet you're really tired, huh? You've had a hard year."

      "I don’t like it."

      "I know," she crooned in a coaxing tone. "It's no fun, honey."

      "Can you help me?" I squeezed out, turning to face her. "I don’t belong here."

      "I believe you," she replied, stroking my cheek affectionately. "But you won't be here forever."

      "Please," I replied weakly, forcing myself not to recoil from her touch. "I'm so scared."

      "What are you scared of, sweetheart?" she asked gently. "Hmm?"

      "Everyone," I breathed, feeling my heartrate spike. "Everything."

      "Well, maybe if you tell me what's worrying you most, I can help you?"

      "You can't help me." I shook my head. "No one can help me."

      "Why don’t you let me be the judge of that," she replied, offering me another comforting smile. "I'm here to help you, Romi. I can help you, honey. Trust me."

      I'm scared.

      I'm in so much trouble.

      I think I'm going to die.

      Just like him…

      "I'm …" Shaking my head, I blew out a ragged breath, forcing myself to swallow my fears. She couldn’t help me and I couldn’t trust her. I couldn’t trust anyone. Chris warned me of that.  "Thirsty." I swallowed deeply. "I’m just really thirsty."

      The nurse stared hard at me for the longest moment before finally shaking her head in what looked like defeat. "Okay, lovely, how does an ice-cold soda sound?"

      "Awesome," I whispered, and I actually meant it. My throat felt like sandpaper and my lips were so dry that it hurt to swallow.

      "Coke?"

      I nodded.

      "Okay." She smiled again. Another sad one. "I'll be right back."

      The moment she left the room, I released the sob I'd been holding in and yanked on the restraints on my wrists that shackled me to the bed.

      Not a minute later, the door flew inwards and a doctor in a white coat strolled in, clipboard in hand, stethoscope draped around his shoulders. "Good evening, Miss Dillon," he announced in a strangely familiar voice, pushing his black glasses up his nose. "Are you ready to get the fuck out of here?"

      "Huh?"

      "Romi, it's me."

      "Pres?"

      "The one and only," he replied, tossing the clipboard on my bed.

      Moments later, a huge orderly, dressed in green scrubs, came bounding into the room with a linen cart in tow. "Let's bounce," he hissed, dragging a knife from his pocket. "We have about five minutes until she comes back."

      "Then you better get to work," Presley drawled, tone laced with sarcasm. "Cut her loose. Obviously."

      "Sketch?" I strangled out, chest heaving as my brain slowly processed what my bleary eyes were seeing. "Sketch?"

      Intense blue eyes locked on mine, causing my skin to flush with heat. "Hey, Ro."

      Two words.

      Two fricking words and my heart was bucking wildly in my chest.

      "H-how are you even here?" My voice cracked and I swallowed down a swell of emotion fighting its way to the surface and threatening to overwhelm me. "I don’t understand."

      "I'm getting you out of here," he explained, coming towards me with a gigantic freaking knife. "Stay still," he instructed, clamping his large hand on mine while he sawed through the leather restraint on my wrist. "Don’t move, Ro. I've got this." Moving quicker than my eyes could keep up, Sketch cut through all four cuffs until I was free. "Let's go."

      I didn’t move.

      I couldn’t.

      "Romi, come on, I said let's go!"

      "Sketch, she's doped to the high heavens on some mighty fine tranquilizers," I heard Presley say. "Seriously, she's as weak as a baby kitten right now, man. She can't get up on her own."

      "Then help her," Sketch countered, sounding like he was in pain.

      "Dude, have you looked at me lately?" Presley demanded, hurrying towards me to rip the I.V from my hand. "I'm 143 pounds soaking wet. My sister can bench more than me and she's twelve. How am I supposed to carry her?"

      "You're an athlete, ain't you?"

      "I like to swim," Presley deadpanned, tossing the needle away. "It's a very freeing pastime – good for the heart. You like to hurt people, full back. You've got this. Pick the girl up and let's get the hell out of here."

      "Presley, you don’t understand. I can't –"

      "Come on, Sketch, do you want her to stay in here?"

      "Goddammit to hell," Sketch snarled, returning to my side, eyes blazing with a torrent of emotions. "Come on, Ro, get up," he urged, pulling me into a sitting position. "Pres, hand me the hoodie."

      "Hoodie?"

      "Yes, asshole, it's in my cart. She's in a damn backless gown. Do you want her to freeze?"

      "Oh, that hoodie," Pres muttered. "I'm on it, buddy."

      "Why are you doing this?" I breathed, shivering violently as I leaned against his chest, feeling woozy.

      "You don’t belong here," Sketch replied, pushing something over my head. The hoodie, I quickly realized when I felt him push my arms through the sleeves. "Can you walk?" he asked, keeping one arm around my back. "Can you try for me?"

      I shrugged weakly. "I d-don’t know."

      "We've gotta go," Presley announced. "Now, dude."

      Muttering a string of curse words, Sketch scooped me into his arms and moved for the linen cart. "Just for a little bit, okay?" he said, setting me inside the cart with trembling hands. "Keep your head down and don’t make a sound."

      "I'm so mad at you," I heard myself whisper through cracked lips.

      His nostrils flared and he nodded stiffly. "I know."

      "I think I hate you," I added, voice slurring a little.

      "Yeah, I think I hate me, too." Blowing out a shaky breath, he covered me up with towels and blankets, hands still shaking violently. "I've got this, Ro," he promised, blue eyes burning into mine as he stared down at me. "I've got you, okay?"

      Swallowing down a tsunami of fear, I nodded weakly. "Okay."

      His eyes blazed with heat and his jaw ticked before he placed a blanket over my head. And then we were moving – where to, I had no idea, but it was clearly at a fast pace because my body was jolted around like crazy.

      "Go, go, go, dude," I could hear Presley hiss. "Don’t stop. I'll distract her and meet you back at the motel."

      I knew the moment we were outside because the cold assaulted my senses, the night air cutting into my bones, causing my teeth to chatter loudly.

      "Almost there, Ro," Sketch said from somewhere above my head.

      I nodded to myself, not daring to speak a word.

      Finally, when the cart came to a stop and the blankets were removed from my head, I exhaled a ragged breath. "I have a name."

      This time, when he had to help me up, Sketch didn’t hesitate. Hooking his hands under my arms, he lifted me out of the cart and quickly rounded the back of his truck. "You have a name?" he asked, as he unlocked his truck and yanked the door open. Frowning, he helped me into the backseat. "I know your name, Ro."

      "No, no, no –" Shaking my head, I slumped down on the backseat, watching as he fastened my seatbelt around my waist before closing the door and climbing into the driver's seat. "You don’t understand," I tried again. "I have a name."

      Sketch didn’t respond to that. Instead, he cranked the engine and buckled up. "Come on, Presley." Drumming his hands against the steering wheel, he muttered a string of curses. "Hurry up, dammit."

      "He said he'd meet you at the motel," I whispered, remembering Presley's words.

      "I know," he replied. "But I'm still not leaving him here."

      "Why'd you come for me, Sketch?"

      "I'll always come for you, Ro," was his quiet response. "You know that."

      "But you hate me."

      "Yeah." He sighed heavily. "Pretty fucked up, huh?"

      "Catochi."

      "Huh?"

      "That's the name I was trying to tell you about." I sighed wearily, eyelids fluttering. "He was one of the four men that night."

      "Holy shit, are you serious?" He turned in his seat to face me. "You have a name?"

      "Yes." I yawned, unsure of what the heck I was talking about. "Catochi."

      "Catochi," Sketch repeated the name a couple of times before flicking his gaze to mine. "Romi, I –"

      The passenger door flew open and Presley's voice filled the air as he dove inside. "Thanks for waiting, buddy, knew you loved me, but you need to haul ass." Slamming the door shut, he banged the dashboard and yelled, "Drive, Sketch. Move the damn truck. Now!"
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      "Texas is one big-ass state," I declared, tossing my third burger wrapper in the trash can outside the first fast-food diner we'd found off interstate 10. Even though it was late October, the afternoon sun was stronger than usual and I was feeling every ray. Stripping off my hoodie, I rolled my shoulders, desperate to work out the stiffness creeping into my joints. "Twelve hours of non-stop driving and we're still fucking here."

      "I like Texas," Presley announced between slurps from his milkshake. "It's a beautiful state, and I, for one, am thoroughly enjoying this impromptu road trip."

      "Yeah, I bet you're having a whale of a time in the passenger seat. Meanwhile, do you know what I like, Pres?"

      "No, but I'm sure you're gonna tell me," he chuckled.

      "Damn straight I'm gonna tell you, so listen up, buttercup," I snapped. "I like not being holed up in a damn car for half a day. I like not stewing in my own sweat. I like stretching my legs. I like not starving to death because there's not a restaurant within a hundred miles. I like not listening to you snoring your head off in my damn ear. I like sleeping in a bed and I like running fucking water!"

      He rolled his eyes. "And you say I'm hyperactive."

      "Twelve hours, Quinton," I reiterated, practically spitting my words. "Twelve fucking hours without food." I threw my hands up. "I could've have died. Do you get that? I'm not built for fasting."

      "Relax, princess, it's been nine hours, not twelve, and we're only a couple of hours out from El Paso."

      I huffed out a breath, feeling slightly mollified. "Good, because we need to find somewhere to take her."

      "Yes, and we will," Presley replied, as he lazed against the hood of my truck. "Next sign we see for a motel, we'll check in and get you a big ol' bed and running water."

      "Thank you," I huffed. "That's all I wanted." Strolling back to the truck, I peeked through the open window and found Romi in the exact same position she'd been in since leaving Houston; curled up in a ball with her head resting on her hands. "Shouldn't she be awake by now?" I asked, feeling a pang of concern churn inside of me. "It's not normal to sleep that much, right?"

      "Let her sleep the drugs off," he replied, waving me off. "We need her clear-headed."

      "True," I grumbled, running a hand through my hair. "Who the hell is Catochi? Do you think she was raving? I mean, is it a person or a thing? Because it sounds to me like something you order in one of those fishy places."

      "Fishy places?"

      "Yeah, you know, those fancy-pants restaurants that serve sushi and all that raw, slimy shit."

      "Dude, you are such a redneck," Presley snickered. "Slimy shit. Have you ever even tried sushi? It's an exotic delicacy and tastes damn good."

      "Do I look like I eat sushi?" I demanded, gesturing to myself. "I like meat, Presley. Cow. Beef. Pork. Pig. Hot dogs. Bacon. Sausage. Fucking meat."

      He waggled his brows. "So, you like sausage, huh?"

      "Don’t you start," I warned, pointing a finger at him. "I'm in no mood for flirting now, ya hear?"

      Laughing, he held his hands up and pushed off the hood. "Want me to buy you another burger, Mister Hangry?"

      Exhaling heavily, I dropped my hands to my hips and nodded. "Yeah, man. I really fucking do."

      "I'm on it," he said, tossing his milkshake in the trash. "But can you do me a favor first?"

      "What?" I asked, instantly wary.

      "Can you relax?" Pres said, giving me a knowing look. "She's okay now. You can breathe again." He walked away without waiting for a response.

      When he disappeared inside the diner, I exhaled a ragged breath and rested my forehead against the metal of the truck, eyes locked on the girl inside. "Fuck."

      How was I going to handle an undisclosed amount of time in close quarters with her? I could hardly breathe right now and she wasn't even awake. What the hell was I going to do when she opened her eyes again? For a brief moment, I debated flagging down a car and getting the hell away from this life, but decided against it. I could never go through with it. If I could leave Romi Dillon, honest to god leave her and never look back, then I'd have done it two years ago.

      Savagely, my mind decided to take this as the perfect opportunity to taunt and goad me with memories of another lifetime…

      

      "Romi?" Pushing her bedroom door inwards, I quickly slipped inside and closed it behind me before Mr. Dillon caught me sneaking into his house after dark and told my daddy. "You in here, Ro?"

      "Over here, Sketch," a small voice sniffled.

      Brows furrowed, I followed the voice, stepping over a Barbie tea party as I moved. "What are you doing under the bed?" I asked, dropping down to my knees so I could get a good look at her lying on her belly under her giant princess bed, with her face in her hands. "You were 'posed to meet me in the treehouse after school today, remember? I waited 'til it got dark, but then I got hungry and Miss Cherry was calling for me."

      "I know." Sniffling, she tucked her hands under her chin and looked up at me. "S-sorry."

      Frowning, I crawled under the bed, not stopping until I was sitting lying on my belly, facing her. "Why are you crying, Ro?" I whispered, reaching out to wipe a tear from her cheek. Her golden hair didn’t have any braids or red ribbons today. "I hate it when you cry." It made my chest hurt.

      Snaking a hand out, she grabbed mine and pulled it to her cheek. "It's happening again."

      "The bad dreams?"

      "Uh-huh." She nodded. "Feels like it's really happening." Another sniffle. "It's like I can really hear the screaming. Like out loud."

      "It's just a dream, Ro," I replied, letting her squeeze my hand. "I already told you, it ain't real."

      "But what if it is real, Sketch?" she croaked out. "What then?"

      "Well, I'm here now," I told her, trying to sound brave. I knew why she was so scared, because I had the same dreams. "And I ain't never gonna let anyone hurt you."

      "You swear?" she whispered, eyes wide.

      I nodded solemnly. "I swear."

      "Can you sleep over?" she asked, shuffling closer. "Please?"

      "Mama says I ain't allowed to sleep in your room," I reminded her. "'Cause I'm seven and have a penis."

      Romi scrunched her nose up. "Ew. Gross."

      "Can't help it." I shrugged. "That's what I got. And your daddy said I ain't got no business sniffing 'round you." I frowned, still confused by that. "I don’t even sniff you."

      "Well, I don’t care," she finally replied. "You're still my best friend and I want you to stay over. You make me feel safe."

      "I'm your best friend?" I smiled proudly. "Not Chris?"

      "Ew. No. Chris is a goodie two-shoes." She shook her head. "You're my favorite."

      "I ain't never been anyone's favorite before."

      "Well you'll always be mine."

      "Okay," I said, mind made up. "I'll stay tonight."

      "Really?" She beamed. "You will?"

      "Uh-huh." I smiled back at her. "Ain't like anyone's gonna notice I'm gone."

      "You gotta sleep under my bed again," she said. "So Daddy doesn’t catch you in here. You know how mad he gets at you."

      "Good idea," I agreed. "Hey, Ro?"

      "Yeah, Sketch?"

      "Think he'll ever stop being mad at me?"

      Her smile fell. "I don’t know."

      "Oh." I nodded. "Hey, Ro?"

      "Yeah?"

      "Think my mama will ever stop being mad at me?"

      Tears filled her eyes and she launched at me, wrapping her arms around my neck so tight that my body grew hot in the small space. "I'll never be mad at you," she vowed, hugging me tightly. "And you'll always be my best friend, and my favorite, and I'll always sit with you at lunch and in class. I'll always play with you at recess and…and I'll buy a big ole house when we're grown and we can live there together. Just us. No mean grown-ups. I'll take care of you. Best friends forever."

      "You planning on marrying me or something, Ro?" I laughed, patting her back. "Gotta live with your husband when you're grown. It's the rules."

      "'Ew," she replied. "I'm not living with my husband. I'm living with you."

      "Okay," I chuckled. "It's a deal."

      She grinned at me and held her pinkie finger out. "Best friends forever?"

      I hooked my pinkie around hers and nodded. "Forever…"

      

      "Yoo-hoo…earth to Sketch? Okay, dude, you really need to stop staring through the window at her. It's really creepy. And when I say creepy, I mean Ted Bundy kinda creepy." Presley's voice dragged me from my thoughts and I spun around to find him watching me with a curious expression etched on his face.

      "What?" I grumbled, snatching the burger he was holding out.

      "Nothing," he replied. "Nothing at all."

      The back door of the truck swung open not a moment later and a droopy-eyed Romi appeared. The minute my eyes landed on her, I had to suppress the shiver threatening to ripple through me. Fuck.

      Presley was the first to react, rushing towards her. "Miss Dillon, just the girl we were looking for." He beamed. "I'm gonna need to pick that pretty brain of yours – whoa, baby girl, mind getting back in the truck? You're gonna blow our cover in that hospital gown."

      "Sorry," she replied, sitting back on the edge of the seat with her legs dangling out, feet bare. Resting her elbows on her thighs, she tucked her hair behind her ears and exhaled heavily. The gray hoodie she was wearing belonged to me and swamped her tiny frame. Rolling the sleeves up several times, she blew out a shaky breath and whispered, "I just really need to pee."

      "Can you hold it until we find a place to check in to?" Pres asked with a frown. "I really don’t think you should be out and about right now."

      "Um…" Squirming in obvious discomfort, Romi shrugged. "I, uh, guess?"

      "She needs to pee, dude," I snapped, instantly flustered. "No, she can't fucking hold it."

      When her eyes landed on me, I felt the tension seep back into my body at a rapid pace. There was a gaping ridge between us, so many fucking mistakes made on both sides, and I felt the weight of each one of them as we stared at each other. Being face to face like this after so much had happened made me feel acutely vulnerable. Worrying her bottom lip, Romi released a heavy sigh and shook her head. "I really can't."

      Unable to take her gaze a second longer, I rounded the truck and yanked open the tailgate. Rummaging around in my duffel bag, I grabbed a pair of sweats before making my way back to where she was sitting. "Here. Put those on if you're going inside." Thrusting the sweatpants on her lap, I quickly walked away, feeling my heartrate spike and my body temperature increase. My throat felt like sawdust and my heart was still crushed to pieces. Shit, I was never going to survive this road trip.
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      Sketch came for me. In the midst of my inner turmoil – and there was a mountain of issues to weave through – that was all I could focus on. Presley, I could understand coming to help, but Sketch? His presence here blew my mind. Aside from one semi-civil conversation at the hospital in Lake Charles, we were far from being on good terms.

      "Atta girl," Presley coaxed, keeping an arm around my waist as he led me out of the diner bathroom and back to the parking lot. "I've got you." Walking with a boot was difficult, but it was the fog in my brain and weakness in my limbs that made it so much worse.

      "Oh god," I groaned when we stepped back into the afternoon sunshine and my eyes landed on Sketch, leaning against the side of his truck. His big arms were crossed over his chest, his piercing eyes hidden behind a pair of Ray Bans. He was staring straight at us, brows furrowed, legs crossed at the ankle. "How am I gonna do this, Pres?"

      "Be near the moody, brooding, tattooed jock without weeping?" he offered with a chuckle. "I'll let you know when I figure it out, baby girl."

      "I'm angry," I admitted tightly, voice raspy and torn. "I'm so fucking hurt."

      "I'd be worried if you weren't," Pres said with a sigh, keeping an arm looped around me. "But he's here. That has to count for something, right?"

      "He's here because he thinks I can help find his brother's killer," I croaked out bitterly. "That's it."

      "Bullshit," Presley argued. "You might be a broken little bird, but you're not obtuse, so don't insult my intelligence by pretending that you can't see how fucking sorry your lion is for clipping your wings."

      "He's not my anything." I shivered. "Not anymore."

      "Isn't he?" Presley rolled his eyes. "Don’t lie. He's always been your everything. Hell, even Chris knew that." My body stiffened, but he didn’t stop. "You're broken, but you'll mend," he continued, keeping his voice low. "As long as you have air in your lungs and blood in your veins, you're repairable. Right now, you have both. I'd call that a small victory. And the glitches in your brain? No worries. We can patch those up, too."

      Not finding anything to say, I let those words sink in.

      "All good?" Sketch asked when we reached the truck a few moments later. A mixture of resentment and excitement roared to life inside of me at the sound of his voice. For the first time since arriving in Texas, I found myself feeling my emotions again, feeling everything.

      I didn’t want to feel confused or conflicted. I wanted to stew in my anger for a while longer. I wanted to feel justified in my bitterness, but eleven years of spending every spare second of my days with him had my heart and brain at war. Goddammit, I hated that there was a but…

      "Yes," I croaked out, focusing on the present.

      "All good in the hood," Presley added, giving him an enthusiastic thumbs up.

      Sketch's gaze flicked to Pres and he frowned at him before rounding his side of the truck, muttering under his breath.

      Chuckling softly, Pres helped me into the backseat before taking his perch in the front.

      "Do you think the cops are looking for her?" Sketch asked the minute we were back on the road.

      "Does a bear shit in the woods? Of course they're looking for her," Presley replied. "They're probably looking for you, too."

      "Me?"

      "Minor, remember?"

      "And what about you, genius?" Sketch shot back. "Don’t forget to include yourself in the missing teenager debacle."

      "Nope," Presley replied breezily. "I'm eighteen and accounted for. I'm actually visiting the University of Chicago this week, touring the grounds and planning my future." Smirking, he added, "Mom's so proud. She loved the postcard in the mail."

      "Stamped in a Texas post office?"

      Presley grinned. "Never said I sent it."

      "You clever bastard."

      He chuckled. "Book-ups before hook-ups, brother."

      "I'm not your damn brother."

      A few minutes of tense silence later and Presley started to toy with the radio, barking out a laugh when Taylor Swift's The Way I Loved You drifted from the stereo. "Well, this is awks," he chuckled, before crooning out the bittersweet lyrics in his fashionably dramatic style.

      "Turn the damn thing off," Sketch grumbled, his eyes locking on mine in the rearview mirror. "So, who's Catochi?"

      He didn’t ask how I was feeling. No, he was all business and I appreciated it. I wasn't remotely close to being ready to go through another round of deep and meaningful conversation with him.

      "Smooth, dude," Pres groaned. "Real smooth."

      "Never claimed to be," Sketch shot back, keeping his eyes on mine. "Well? Catochi?"

      It took me a moment to register the name Catochi in my mind but once I did, a cold sweat broke out across my brow. "He was there that night –" Swallowing deeply, I pressed my fingers to my forehead and tried to ward off the nervous breakdown threatening to swallow me up. "In the alleyway."

      "The alleyway?" both boys asked and I could feel their eyes burning into my skin from the rearview mirror. "What alleyway?"

      "That's where they beat him." Numb. "Then shot him." I was so fucking numb. "And then left him to bleed out."

      Sketch and Presley were both shouting, but I zoned them out, unwilling to take another trip down that particular memory lane.

      "You need to pull over and let me drive," Presley commanded when the truck swerved into the middle of the road.

      "I've got it," Sketch snapped, straightening the wheel.

      "You clearly don’t and I refuse to be another teenage roadkill statistic, so pull the fucking truck over."

      "You saw this, Ro?" Sketch demanded, voice cracking. "You watched it happen?"

      I nodded weakly. "Saw it. Heard it."

      "Jesus Christ," he strangled out, truck swerving again. "And this Catochi prick? He's responsible?"

      "He's one of four," I replied, numb.

      "One of four?"

      "Four men," I confirmed, clenching my eyes shut as a tremor racked through me. "One Chris."

      "Romi, you need to tell us everything," Presley said in a much calmer tone.

      "I don’t remember," I whispered.

      "Bullshit," Sketch snarled. "Don’t fucking lie now."

      "Calm down," Presley snapped. "Shouting at her won't do any good."

      "She remembers," Sketch growled.

      "Maybe I don’t want to remember," I shot back, body rigid. "Maybe I'm not supposed to."

      "That makes no sense," Sketch hissed.

      "Maybe it does. Maybe it makes perfect sense," Presley muttered, turning in his seat to face me. "Did someone tell you to forget, Romi?"

      Body locked tight with tension, I nodded stiffly and plucked at an invisible thread on the sweatpants Sketch had given me, while desperately trying to empty my mind. Don’t think about it. It hurts too much. Just keep on forgetting. You're not ready for the truth. Close your mind…

      "Tell us, Romi."

      "She can't."

      "Yes, she can," Sketch argued. "Come on, Ro. You can do it. I know you can."

      You can do it.

      I know you can.

      Breathing hard and fast, I tried to steady myself, but mental images continued to ravage me. "If I talk, you die," I strangled out, fingers digging into my flesh. "If I leave Pocketful, you die. If I put a foot wrong, you die!"

      "I know you're scared, Romi," Presley replied, tone thick with emotion. "Of remembering. Of something happening to Sketch, but if you don’t tell us, we can't protect you or ourselves."

      "We're sitting ducks here, Ro," Sketch said in agreement. "Completely defenseless unless you start talking."

      "Defenseless." I flinched. "That's what he said."

      "Who – Chris?" That was Presley.

      Sniffling, I nodded. "He said he didn’t want to leave me defenseless so he wrote it all down."

      "Where?"

      "In his journal," I replied wearily.

      "What journal?" Presley asked. "Where is it?"

      "I don’t know," I croaked out. "It was in his car the night he died."

      "Where did it go, Romi?" he demanded. "We need that journal."

      "I don’t know," I cried. "I don’t want to think about it."

      "You don’t get a choice," Sketch growled. "Start fucking talking."

      Inhaling a steadying breath, I clenched my eyes shut, feeling the tears trickle down my cheeks, as I forced the words out. "When Chris left me at the restaurant, the men followed him outside. He told me to wait – to call Presley if he didn’t come back. I didn’t listen."

      Silence fell around us, both boys quiet as mice, and I forced myself to continue. "I tried to find him. He called and I –" shivering, I swallowed deeply and pushed on, "I could hear his breathing growing labored. He was trying to warn me – screaming at me to get away from Pocketful." A tear slid down my cheek. "I kept trying to tell him that I wasn't in Pocketful – I thought he was confused or something. I didn’t know what was happening until I – until I heard the gun shot."

      A pained growl tore from Sketch's chest. "Keep going."

      "I don’t –"

      "Please," he ground out. "Just keep fucking going."

      "I could hear them," I squeezed out. "On the phone and in real life. That's when I looked down the alleyway and saw them. They were so close to where I was standing." Sniffling, I whispered, "Chris was lying on the ground. The four men were standing over him. Taunting him. Watching him bleed out."

      "Jesus Christ," Presley groaned, twisting around in what looked like physical pain.

      "I hid behind a dumpster and listened," I continued, trembling violently. "They were talking about me – telling Chris that they wouldn’t hurt me just yet because their boss had bigger plans for me."

      "What the actual fuck?" Sketch demanded, his voice a furious snarl.

      "I don’t know, okay?" I cried out. "I don’t understand any of this either."

      "Keep going, Romi," Presley coaxed, sounding pained. "What happened next?"

      "Then one of them realized Chris was on the phone with me." I sniffled. "And they beat him for it. Then the man – Catochi – he got on the phone and started speaking directly to me." Flinching and cowering at the memory, I choked out, "He said I had to clean his mess up. Make it all disappear. He said if I didn’t – if I opened my mouth or left Pocketful – then he and his men would kill the other brother."

      "Sketch," Presley filled in knowingly.

      Sniffling, I nodded. "After they left, I tried to get Chris to a hospital, but he refused. He said no cops. He made me help him into the car and he told me to drive back to Pocketful – he said we didn’t have a choice. That we had to do this because they knew."

      "Knew what?"

      "I don’t know," I sobbed. "He kept telling me that it was his fault and that he was sorry, but he couldn’t leave me defenseless – that's why he gave me the journal. He said it had everything I needed in it. He told me to keep it safe." Shaking my head, I released a pained breath. "I'm sorry. I don’t know where it is."

      "It's okay," Presley ground out. "What happened after he gave you the journal?"

      "He made me promise that I would crash the car," I cried, tears scorching my cheeks. "He said it would buy us some time."

      "Time for what?" Sketch demanded.

      "To get away," I sobbed, wrapping my arms around myself. "Nothing in Pocketful is as it seems."

      I didn’t realize I was screaming until the truck came to a sudden halt and Presley's voice boomed with authority. "She's freaking out. Get back there and hold her before she climbs back inside that head of hers, dammit. I'll drive."

      "Are you insane?"

      "Do it, Sketch."

      "Why can't you do it?"

      "Because you can't drive for shit right now and I'm not the one that can pull her out of this."

      "Well I can't, okay? I can't!"

      "Don’t be a baby."

      "I'm not a fucking baby."

      "God help me, if you don’t get your ass in the backseat and calm her down, I will make it my life's mission to torment you –"

      "Alright!" The sound of a car door slamming filled my ears seconds before another one opened. Moments later, Sketch was climbing into the backseat alongside me and the familiar scent of freshly cut grass, soap, and peppermint was filling my senses.

      "It's okay." His hands were like lightning bolts of heat on mine, causing my skin to warm and tingle. "Shh, you're okay."

      I wasn’t okay, didn’t think I would be again, but I didn’t argue with him. I could see no good that could possibly come from this, but I continued to spill my secrets. They would be as frightened as I was. That wasn’t a victory. That was a travesty.

      "You've been protecting me," he continued. "It's my turn to return the favor."

      "You can't."

      "I can try."

      "He died, Sketch," I strangled out, pathetically seeking out the warmth of his chest. "He fucking died right there in the passenger seat and there was nothing I could do but watch it happen!" Messed up or not, the steady rhythm of his heart was grounding me. "After that, I did exactly what Chris made me promise him." Sniffling, I tried to catch my breath before choking out, "I crashed the car – just like he told me to. Except I messed up, because I should've taken myself out with him!"

      A shudder racked through Sketch's huge frame and after a moment's hesitation, his arms came around me, unbuckling my belt and pulling me onto his lap. "No, you shouldn’t have."

      Several minutes of tense silence had settled between us and my heart was bucking around nervously. Did they all hate me? Blame me? Think it was my fault? Was it? God, I was so confused, it was hard to breathe.

      "And that's it?" Sketch finally broke the silence. "That's how my brother died?" His voice was hoarse, his eyes bloodshot. "He accepted it."

      Numb, I clasped my hands together and nodded weakly. "I tried to take him to a hospital, I tried so goddamn hard to change his mind, but he wouldn't listen. He said that it wouldn’t matter because they would keep coming for him." My breath hitched in my throat, but I forced the words out, "He said he was a dead man." A sniffle came from the front seat and my heart cracked clean open. "I'm so sorry, guys."

      "Yeah," Pres strangled out, voice thick with emotion. "Me, too."

      "Is there anything else?" Sketch demanded, tone shaky. "Ro, if you know anything else, you have to tell us now."

      "It's all cloudy," I strangled out, way past my breaking point. "I can't think straight."

      "Romi –"

      "That's enough, Sketch," Presley barked from the front seat. "For now."

      For now.

      A shiver rolled through me at the thought.
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      Later that evening, we were checked into a nearby motel that accepted cash, and I wasn't feeling nearly so homicidal. Relieved not to be spending the night behind the wheel, I carried a comatose Romi into our room before making a second trip for our bags. She passed out in my arms earlier and hadn't woken up since.

      Still reeling from her reluctant revelation, I set our bags by the door and stretched my arms over my head, feeling my muscles click back into place. My t-shirt, still damp from her tears, was irritating the hell out of my skin so I yanked it over my head and tossed it on a chair.

      "You were right," I stated in a quiet voice, keeping my eyes on Presley. "About her being the key."

      "I usually am," he replied in a mild tone. "But the key right now is not to push her too hard. She's traumatized. Suffering from some major PTSD. We've gotta have some patience. Chris slowly leaked his secrets into her. We have to slowly siphon them out."

      "You think she knows more?"

      "Oh, I'm banking on it," he said with a nod.

      "And you believe everything she told us back there?"

      "Do you?"

      "Yes." My response was automatic and honest. I did believe Romi. I wished like hell that I didn’t, but there was no denying the truth in her eyes when she poured her heart out.

      "Me too," Pres agreed. "She's not lying – she's petrified and some of her memories are probably distorted, but it's her version of the truth."

      "And the journal?" I asked, quickly veering the topic away from brother's final moments. I couldn’t think too much about it. If I did, I'd lose myself in my hatred. "Where the hell is it?"

      "No idea, but we need to find it before anyone else does," Presley replied. "If they haven't already."

      "We're in serious shit, aren’t we?" I asked, surprised by how level my tone was.

      "Affirmative," he replied with a heavy sigh.

      "So, what do we do now?"

      "Now, we don’t leave her out of our sights until we suck every last secret out of that pretty head of hers and unravel this shit storm," he replied. "Which, for now, means keeping her out of places that like to strap her to a bed and away from Pocketful. Can't have her asshole dad catching up to her. He'll toss her back in Tully House and we'll be back to square one, and us minus Romi equals an impasse, my friend."

      "So, what? We're gonna move her from motel to motel?" I cocked a brow. "Seriously?"

      "Seriously," he confirmed without a hint of hesitation. "Are you down?"

      "Yeah, I'm down, but we should've packed some clothes for her," I noted, eyeing Romi as a swell of concern rose up inside of me. She looked so tiny. So fucking breakable. "She's gonna need something to change into when she wakes up."

      "I think we passed a Walmart on the way into town," he replied, rummaging around in his bookbag. "We'll pick her up some stuff in the morning."

      "I don’t like it."

      He stopped what he was doing to look at me. "You don’t like what, Sketch?"

      "Leaving her like that," I said, pointing at her. She was still wearing my hoodie and sweatpants and they swallowed her up. "What if she wakes up and wants a shower?" I shook my head in frustration. "She needs her own clothes, Pres."

      "And we'll get her clothes," he repeated slowly. "First thing in the morning."

      "And she'll need shampoo, and panties, and a hairbrush, and all that girl shit."

      "Okaaay," he drawled, eyeing me curiously. "Sketch, would you like me to go out and pick some of that up now?"

      I shrugged. "I guess it wouldn't hurt."

      "Fine." He smirked and climbed to his feet. "Give me your keys."

      "Don’t forget a toothbrush," I said, tossing him my keys. "And, uh, tampons – just in case."

      "Tampons?"

      "Yes, asshole, tampons," I snapped, flustered. "Girls tend to need those a few days each month. If we plan on harboring one, then we need to plan ahead."

      "Sketch, man." Presley shuddered in the doorway. "I don’t even know what a tampon looks like."

      "They're in a blue box. Get the one that says light flow," I reeled off the words I had memorized by heart. "It has one little teardrop symbol on it."

      "Uh, what the fuck did you just say to me?" He gaped at me. "Did those words actually come out of your mouth? And how do you even know what a flow is, never mind what her flow is?"

      I flushed bright red. "Just do it, douchebag."

      "Ugh." Another shudder racked through Presley before he hurried out the door, muttering under his breath about being suspicious of anything that bleeds for a week and doesn’t die.

      It wasn't until he was gone that I realized the mistake I'd made. Being alone with her wasn't good for me. Breathing was hard right now. It hurt too much. My ribs felt like sharpened daggers, piercing through my heart with every breath I took.

      Still, I found myself staring at her face, unable to look away when a lone tear escaped. I watched its descent from her damp eyelash, sliding softly down her cheek until it landed on the back of her hand that was tucked under her face.

      Instinctively, I moved for her, only to halt in my tracks. Bad idea. Bad move. Step back. Exhaling a pained breath, I veered towards the couch in the corner instead. Sinking down, I placed my elbows on my knees and dropped my head in my hands, ignoring the pain in my chest that made me feel like I was going to die. My conscience was pierced and leaking, oozing my guilt and pain into every other part of me.

      I couldn't fix this.

      I couldn’t take any of it back.

      "I'm so mad at you…"

      "I think I hate you…"

      "Hey," Romi whispered, startling me and causing my head to snap up.

      "You're awake," was all I said, tone surprisingly void of all emotion.

      "Yeah." Sniffling, she nuzzled the hand she had tucked under her cheek as she lay on her side, facing me. "Where are we?"

      "Still in Texas," I replied, straightening up and placing my hands on my jean clad knees. "Some one-horse town between Odessa and El Paso." I shrugged. "Took a few wrong turn-offs."

      "Oh." A small tremor rolled through her, but she kept her eyes on me, those whiskey-colored irises piercing right through my black heart.

      "How's your knee since the surgery?" I asked, feeling at a complete fucking loss around this girl now. Ignoring the bazillion tiny hairs on my arms that had shot to attention, I inclined my chin to the boot-brace she was still wearing. "You need painkillers?"

      "No." She shook her head. "I'm okay."

      "And your ankle?" Concern filled me at the thought. "You sprained that, too."

      "I'm not in pain."

      "Okay." I nodded slowly. "That's good."

      "But I am angry."

      Pain. "I know."

      "And I'm hurt."

      Guilt. "Understandable."

      "I want to hate you."

      She was broken and I was numb to the bone. I saw the devastation in her eyes, heard it in her voice, and still, I couldn’t connect.  I couldn’t find a way back from this. There was a Romi-shaped hole in me and I couldn’t get the words out to fix her when nothing would fix me. I sighed heavily. "Yeah, Romi, I know the feeling."

      "You just…god, you hurt me so bad, Sketch."

      "I know –" My voice cracked and I had to take a moment before I could speak again. "I don’t know what to say."

      "You could say sorry," she whispered before rolling away and giving me her back.

      No, I couldn’t.

      Because it wasn’t enough.
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      When I woke the following morning, I felt like a freight train had mowed me down in my sleep. Everything hurt and my mind was reeling. All night long, I'd tossed and turned, reliving a childhood nightmare until the sun came up. Plagued with images of a locked door and a little boy trapped behind it, I slowly sat up and wiped the sleep from my eyes.

      "Morning."

      Sketch's familiar voice filled my ears and I swung sideways to find him leaning against the windowsill, wearing nothing but a pair of boxer shorts. His hair was in complete disarray and I swear I'd never seen anything more beautiful.

      "So, Pres is gone," he said, turning to face me and waving a piece of paper in front of him. "And the fucker took my truck."

      My mouth fell open. "What?"

      Looking pissed, Sketch glared down at the note in his hand and began to read. "Dear lovebirds – jokes. I've put a lot of thought into it and decided that I have to go back home. I think I know where the journal might be. It's a hunch, but one I can't ignore. I'll be a couple of days tops. Lay low and stay put – well, I guess that's a moot point considering I'm borrowing your truck. Don’t worry, buddy, I'll take good care of your wheels. Please try not to kill each other while I'm gone. I'm reluctantly fond of you both and need your pea brains to save my hide. Love Pres. PS– " Sketch rolled his eyes before muttering, "Condoms. Rose. Condoms."

      I flushed bright pink and Sketch roughly cleared his throat.

      "Why didn't he take us with him?" I asked, keeping my eyes on his face and not his perfectly defined chest and stomach. "

      "It's Presley," Sketch grumbled, balling up the note and tossing it in the trash can. "Why does he do half the shit he does?"

      "So, we're stuck here until he comes back?"

      "Looks like it," he deadpanned.

      Great. I swallowed deeply.

      "Did you have a nightmare?" he asked then, catching me by surprise.

      Shrugging, I laughed humorlessly. "My whole life is a living nightmare, Sketch."

      "That's not what I meant." Leaning back, he folded his arms across his broad chest. "You were tossing around in your sleep."

      "Was I?"

      He nodded. "Is it the crying?" He looked me dead in the eyes. "Do you still hear it?"

      "Do you?" I breathed, heart hammering furiously, as I mentally recanted the nightmares Sketch used to tell me about when we were kids. The ones where he was surrounded by wailing women. He used to sketch these really graphic drawings when he was little that were absolutely freaking terrifying, and I spent half my life trying not to think about them. His dreams always seemed so much worse than mine, but he was never affected by them. He never cowered under his bed or screamed at the top of his lungs like I had. No, even as a small child, he was brave and fearless. Meanwhile, I was a nervous wreck, seeking comfort from the boy next door because of the monsters in my subconscious.

      Sketch stared at me for the longest moment before shaking his head. "No."

      "Lucky you," I replied, staring down at my hands.

      "It ain't real, Ro," I heard him say, reciting the same words he'd told me a thousand times. "You know that."

      "Maybe," I mumbled, trailing off as my mind kept taking me back to that night, to that specific moment in time, to that memory. "Can I tell you something?"

      "Always."

      "Something else happened to me that night." I swallowed deeply before whispering, "Something I don’t understand."

      Frowning, he unfolded his arms and pushed off the wall, coming to sit on the edge of my bed. "What kind of something?"

      "Chris said –" My survival instincts fought hard to overpower my mouth, to keep me safe, but I poured the words out, needing to put it out there. Needing him to help me make sense of the crazy. Even though we had nothing resolved and I was simmering with resentment, I needed him right now. "Chris said that I already knew."

      "Knew what?"

      "Everything I needed to know. Everything that was in the journal," I squeezed out, panicking. "He said I knew but that I wasn't ready to remember." Sagging forward, I reached up and pushed my hands through my hair, ignoring the pain in my scalp when my fingers came up against knots. "He kept saying it over and over in the car that night… and then I started getting these terrible flashbacks." Blowing out a shaky breath, I tugged on my hair, shoulders stiffening. "Of the dreams I used to have when I was little." I flicked my eyes to his. "Dreams that felt incredibly real."

      Reaching over, he peeled my hands from my hair. "The one with the locked door?" There was no reservation in his eyes now. He was completely invested in what I had to say. "And the crying?"

      It warmed my heart that he remembered something as miniscule as my recurring childhood dream about the horrible sounds coming from the other side of a locked door. "Yes," I admitted, pushing down any feelings of warmth. "And I don’t know why, but my mind keeps going back to that door."

      "Did you ever tell Chris about the dreams?" he asked quietly.

      I shook my head. "You're the only person I've ever told."

      He thought about that for a moment before asking, "Tell me again."

      "But you already know."

      "I know," he agreed. "Just humor me."

      Confused, I did as he asked. "It always starts out the same," I began. "I'm really little and I wake up because I've wet the bed. It's the middle of the night and I'm thirsty. I'm so thirsty that my throat is raw. I can hear voices coming from the other side of my bedroom door. It's my mama. She's crying. She's screaming and wailing at my daddy. I can hear men shouting. And women – women who aren’t Mama, they're screaming. I throw back the covers and climb out of bed, but the moment my feet touch the floor, it starts moving. I'm swaying and trying to keep my balance in the darkness. And the moon? I can see it, big, bright, and full, but my window is a circle and I know I'm not in my actual bedroom." I expel a shaky breath before continuing, "But wherever I am still feels like home, if that makes sense? Like I know exactly where I'm going when I sneak into the hallway and start walking down this really long corridor. It's never-ending and the closer I get to the end, the further away I feel. Until I hear him."

      "Him?"

      "The little boy," I squeezed out, cringing at the horrible thought. "He's sobbing. He's crying so hard that I start running towards the sound. It's so dark and my bare feet are cold, my heart is beating at a hundred miles a minute, but I don’t stop until I reach the door at the end of the corridor. It's the biggest door I've ever seen in my life, with a big, brass door handle. When I reach up and turn the handle, it's locked."

      Sketch paled, but continued to hang on to every word I said.

      "He's right behind the door and I peek through the keyhole, but I can't see anything. I can't see, but I can hear him crying." I shuddered. "He's all alone and there's a crack under the door, small enough for a child to push their fingers through. I drop onto my hands and knees and reach under the door just as five tiny fingers brush against mine. I'm so freaked out that I start sobbing uncontrollably, and then the little boy whispers 'Are you –'"

      "An angel," Sketch finished for me, still deathly pale.

      "Yes." I nodded. "You remember me telling you?"

      His frown deepened. "I guess?"

      "Yeah, and I have no idea why I can't stop thinking about it," I said with a sigh. "It's like a broken record in my mind, playing over and over again."

      "What happens after their hands touch?" he asked then, covering my hand with his almost subconsciously.

      "Nothing," I replied, ignoring the electricity shooting through my body from the feel of his hands on mine. "I always wake up."

      Sketch's brows furrowed and he shook his head, looking confused. "A boy," he said slowly, staring down at our joined hands. "You're sure it was a little boy behind the door?"

      "Positive," I croaked out.

      He stared at me, still looking confused.

      "Sketch, what is it?"

      He shook his head. "Um, it's probably nothing."

      Anxiety gnawed at my gut. "Tell me."

      "I have the same dream," he admitted, brows pinched together. "But it's slightly different." He grimaced before saying, "In my dream, there's no corridor. It's a room. And there's no little boy trapped on the other side of the door. It's a little girl."

      Our eyes locked and several moments passed where neither one of us dared to breathe, let alone speak.

      Sketch finally broke the tension. "Nah, it's bullshit." Shaking his head, he released my hand and rubbed his thigh. "Just a dream." He laughed then, shaking his head softly. "We terrorized each other so badly with that shit when we were kids, I'm not surprised we dreamed up the same damn crap.""

      "You have the same one?" I squeezed out, heart racing. "You never told me that?"

      "I never remembered," he replied, blue eyes flicking to mine. "Until now."

      My breath hitched. "Sketch, do you think…"

      "No." He shook his head, shutting me down. "Absolutely not."

      "But that's more than just a coincidence, right?" I gaped at him, eyes wide. "Having the same dream? This isn't normal, right?"

      "Fuck if I know." Standing up, he shrugged and moved for the bathroom. "I need to grab a shower."

      "Yeah, okay." Flustered, I tucked my disheveled hair behind my ears and stared after him, still privately reeling.

      "Oh, and Ro?" he said, standing in the adjoining bathroom doorway.

      "Yeah, Sketch?"

      "The floor wasn’t moving."

      My eyes widened. "What?"

      "In the dream," he replied quietly. "The floor wasn’t moving. We were on a boat."
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      Quinton Presley didn’t need to worry about the apparent danger stalking us, because I was going to kill him myself. Slowly. Painfully. With my bare hands. "What the hell were you thinking?" I demanded when I finally got through to his cell later that night. All damn day, I'd been leaving messages on the tool's voicemail, waiting for him to call me back. "Leaving me here alone with her?" I growled, so damn mad I could taste it. "You fucked me, Pres," I told him, clenching the burner phone I'd snagged in Houston so hard my knuckles turned white. "You screwed me over real good, asshole."

      He laughed down the line. "I heard a song on the radio earlier – reminded me of you two. It was one of Dylan Schneider's –"

      "Presley!" I barked, tightening my hold on my cell. "I don’t give a damn about any songs. I need you to come back right now. I'm not fucking around here, dammit. You can't play me like this."

      "How bad could one kiss hurt."

      "Excuse me?" I spluttered.

      "That's the name of the song on the radio that reminded me of you," he explained, still chuckling. "It's kinda fitting, huh?"

      "Shut up and come back," I ordered, ignoring his jibe. "I don’t care where you are. Turn the damn truck around and get back here."

      "No can do, buddy," he said breezily. "I'm in our hometown as we speak. I'll be back in a day or two so just hang tight and try not to lose your shit."

      "Goddammit, Pres," I bit out, pressing my forehead against the exterior wall of the motel. Romi was asleep now, back in a room I wasn’t sure was safe for me to enter. I couldn’t handle my feelings for her. Not a damn thing had been resolved and I felt like I was going to explode if he didn’t get his ass back and fast. "What am I supposed to do with her?"

      "I don’t know, Sketch. Play cards. Scrabble. Pick her damn brain. Resolve your differences," he offered, sounding amused. "You're a resourceful guy. You'll figure something out."

      "She doesn’t have any clothes," I growled into the phone. "Something you fucking promised me you'd pick up for her and conveniently didn’t. I had to give her some of my clothes – she's drowning in them, by the way. Not to mention the fact that she can't even get in and out of the shower by herself and I can't do it, Pres. I can't fucking help her get naked, dammit, and I can't leave her on her own to go buy her shit. I'm feeding her pizza, asshole. That's what she's gonna have to survive on because it's the only damn place in this shithole town that delivers."

      "Breathe," he instructed. "You sound like you're having a panic attack."

      "Because I am!" I bit out.

      "What's wrong, dude?" he teased. "Scared of a little girl?"

      Like you wouldn't believe. "I don’t like being kept in the dark," I replied. "I've had enough of that." A whole lifetime's worth. "If you were going looking for the journal, that should have been a joint decision. You can't just break off and go rogue, fucker. What if something happens to you?"

      "Aw, Sketch," he feign-gushed. "Didn’t realize you cared so much."

      I rolled my eyes. "I don’t. I need your brain. That's it."

      Another laugh came down the line. "I'll be careful, I promise, but you know as well as I do that we need to find that journal," he said, tone sobering. "We're getting nowhere fast and that girl's too close to cracking to push for more details."

      He was right. Dammit. I sighed in defeat. "So, where do you think the journal is?"

      "I'm not certain," he replied. "But I'm gonna start back at the site of the crash and go from there."

      My brows shot up. "Pres, that was almost a year ago. If it fell out of the car, it's long gone."

      "See, that's the thing, Sketch," he countered. "I don’t think it fell out of the truck or got misplaced. In fact, I don’t think it's missing at all."

      I frowned. "What are you saying?"

      "I'm saying that I think Romi knows exactly where the journal is and she's forced herself to forget, because whatever the hell that journal contains is something she's not ready to face."

      My eyes almost bugged out of my head. "Are you serious?"

      "Think about it; Romi doesn’t remember a damn thing for almost a year, and then you and her bury the hatchet and all of a sudden we're getting a very detailed account of what happened to Chris. I'm telling you, man, she knows so much more than she thinks she knows and the closer you are to her, the safer she feels. The safer she feels, the more she remembers. Whether you like it or not, you're her crutch, man."

      "What do you need from me?" I asked, jaw clenched.

      "Make her feel safe. Be her friend. Get her talking," he encouraged. "Meanwhile, I'll go back and retrace her steps – and hopefully stumble upon a clue or two."

      "Fuck, Pres." I blew out a frustrated breath. "It's not that easy for me."

      "Because you're sickeningly in love with her and have been since you were five years old even though she betrayed you in the ultimate way by hooking up with your brother?" he offered, tone laced with a fucked-up mixture of frustration, humor, and sympathy. "Yes, yes, we all know, but you have to push the pain aside and try to get her to talk to you. We need that journal, Sketch, and you're the best chance we have of getting her to spill her guts. She's a treasure chest of crucial information and you're the only person who can crack her open. The most important treasure she possesses right now are her memories of the night Chris died and the location of his journal, so please, please try to get her talking."

      A flash of my conversation with Romi this morning filtered through my thoughts, bringing with it this fucked up wave of déjà vu. Flinching, I quickly batted it away. It was a dream. A goddamn dream. "Fine." I clenched my eyes shut and sighed heavily. "I'll try."

      "Thank you." He sighed in relief. "I'll keep looking for it, but call me the minute she says anything – no matter how small. I have no idea what else she's hiding, but anything that comes out of her mouth could be a vital clue."

      "I said I'd try," I growled, feeling flustered. "Just…just hurry up, okay?"

      "Will do," he replied and then, after a pause, asked, "So, now that you're back in each other's sights, so to speak, are you gonna make a move?"

      "Goodbye, Pres."

      "Wait, wait, wait, you can't just leave me hanging –"

      Clicking the receiver back down, I pushed my hands through my hair and shook off the tremor in my legs before making my way back to our room. I spent a good forty minutes leaning against the door before finding my balls and letting myself inside.

      Like I predicted, Romi was exactly where I left her when I slipped out to make the call – fast asleep on the only bed in the room. I frowned as my gaze swept over her frail frame. Since Chris's death, her weight had plummeted.

      Instantly a surge of guilt swept through me and I forced myself to stand there and feel it, to take it all in and to accept responsibility for all the bad things I'd done to her.

      Even now, as I grabbed a blanket and settled down on the couch for the night, I found myself drowning in my regrets. Keeping my eyes on Romi, I rolled onto my side and considered everything that had happened since she fell out of that tree. It felt like forever ago, not a handful of days. I felt different, too. Older and more weathered, if that made sense? Definitely still confused, though. Yeah, I was still as lost as I'd been that day in the hospital and being in this room with her only intensified my confusion.

      You're a masochist, Sketch, my brother's voice chuckled in my head, this will all end in tears.

      Yeah, imaginary voice of my dead brother or not, I couldn’t agree more.
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      Five days passed and there was still no sign of Presley. Holed up in a stuffy motel room with no one but each other for company, Sketch and I fell into this strangely silent routine. And when I say silent, I mean we barely spoke. Like, at all. We woke, mumbled our good mornings to each other, and then fell into a horribly tense silence until lunch, where we spoke about our meal and the weather. In the evenings, we played a game of cards we found in the drawer of one of the nightstands. At bedtime, it was the same; we said our goodnights before he took the couch and I took the bed. We were both walking on eggshells around each other, both reluctant to rock the boat by speaking our truths, and it sucked.

      When I woke the following Thursday morning, it was still dark outside. Jerking my arms and legs, I sagged in relief when I realized that I wasn't back in Tully House and strapped down. When reality slowly settled down on me, I sat up and looked around the motel room. The couch was empty and Sketch was nowhere in sight. Panic seized my chest for a moment until the sound of running water filled my ears. Exhaling shakily, my gaze moved to the light bleeding through the crack in the slightly ajar bathroom door. The hum of the shower was obnoxiously loud, nothing like the one I was used to at home, and weirdly enough, it gave me comfort.

      "Shit, did I wake you?" Sketch asked a moment later when he strode into the bedroom with nothing but a white towel hugging his narrow hips. "Sorry," he added, with a toothbrush balancing between his lips. "When I can't sleep, I usually take a shower."

      "No, it's okay," I replied, averting my eyes from his glorious abs. "What time is it?"

      "A little after six." Still brushing his teeth, he looked at me and said, "Wanna hear something crazy?"

      "Always."

      "We made the news."

      "What?" Snagging the remote control for the television off the nightstand, I tapped several buttons but to no avail.

      "That won't work," he explained, inclining his head to the remote in my hands before he moved for the television, and I swear every single muscle on his back rippled and bunched as he walked.

      Banging his fist on the top of the old television set, he stepped back, attention focused on the static-filled screen. Slowly, a picture of me came into focus, followed by the voice of a news reporter…

      "The hunt is still on to find a missing teenage girl in the Houston area this morning. Ramona Priscilla Dillon, an eighteen-year-old girl from Pocketful, Louisiana, and daughter of haulage tycoon Cal Dillon, was a resident of Tully House, a residential mental health treatment facility, when she disappeared without a sign one week ago today. Ramona, who was at the center of a criminal investigation last December, is thought to be high risk and is in dire need of medical intervention."

      "Holy shit," I gasped, slapping a hand over my mouth.

      "Told you it was crazy," Sketch mumbled with a mouthful of toothpaste.

      My breath caught in my throat then when a photo of Sketch popped onto the screen.

      "It is thought that she may be accompanied by a teenage boy from her hometown, Holden James Capaldi, son of Chris Capaldi Sr, and star fullback of the Newton-Willis Tigers, who was reported missing from his home the morning after Ramona disappeared from Tully House. At only seventeen, Holden Capaldi is a minor and his parents are franticly seeking their son's safe return."

      "Yeah fucking right," Sketch snorted and continued to brush his teeth.

      "If anyone has any information on the whereabouts of the two teenagers, it is imperative to reach out t0 the local authorities in Pocketful, Louisiana. The number is listed below on the screen. Do not approach the boy. He is extremely territorial of the girl and fellow students at their high school have suggested that he has a violent temper."

      Sketch grinned, revealing a foaming mouth of white toothpaste, seemingly pleased with this piece of information.

      "Yesterday morning, we reached out to fellow students at Newton-Willis. Here is a pre-recorded interview of what one student had to say…"

      "Oh my god," I gasped, eyes glued to the screen. "Is that –"

      "Presley?" Sketch filled in when Presley appeared on the screen, standing next to a reporter on the steps of our school. "Yep." Stalking in the bathroom, he returned a moment later, minus the toothbrush and foamy mouth. "What a piece of work."

      "Listen, I've known Romi and Sketch since we were in Pre-K," Presley told the reporter, pushing his glasses up on his nose. "He's in love with her. Can't help himself. She's like his addiction. His crack. If she was taken away, you can be damn sure that he followed her. He would send out an army to bring her back if need be."

      "What are you saying here, Quinton?"

      "I'm saying couldn't stand being apart so they ran away together," he replied simply.

      My eyes widened. "Did he just…"

      "Throw me under the bus?" Sketch filled in flatly. "Yep."

      "Why?"

      "God only knows why he does what he does," he grunted.

      "You can't separate those two," Presley continued. "Many have tried and they all failed. It's physiologically impossible for them to be apart. Trust me, I know."

      "Wasn't she the girlfriend of Holden Capaldi's late brother?"

      "Pssh, semantics," Presley mused with a bat of his hand. "Look, all I'm saying is if their folks want those two to come home, they can't separate them again."

      "So, we're talking about a modern-day Romeo and Juliet love story?"

      "Star-crossed lovers? Perhaps. Romeo and Juliet? Hell to the no." Presley countered, looking horrified. "Sir, you do realize that the tale of Romeo and Juliet was not in fact a love story? Nowhere in the context of the entire tale was Shakespeare aiming for a love story. It was a tale of destruction, greed, family rivalry, and spoiled children. With all due respect, you need to take the movie adaptation with Leo and Claire and throw it away."

      "I, uh…well –"

      "See, that's the problem with the youth of today," Presley tutted, making the reporter's face turn a bright shade of pink. "It's all about convenience. Why read the book when you can watch the movie? That's it, right?" He shook his head in disgust. "Honestly, I'm embarrassed to be a product of the twenty-first century –"

      Sketch banged his fist on top of the old the tv set, causing the screen to go blank. "You look good in the picture they have," he added, before disappearing inside the bathroom once more.

      Frozen to the bed, I stared at the blank screen until my eyes began to burn. Then, because I was a masochistic human, I drew back the covers and climbed out of bed. I hobbled clumsily over to the bathroom door. The door was cracked open and I could see his towel on the floor where it had once been on his hips. Shit. Shit. Run, Romi. Go.

      On this occasion, common sense did not prevail and I pushed the door inwards, feeling an abundance of emotions rally to life inside of me. I couldn’t hold it in a minute longer. I knew I couldn’t. "I really need to tell you something."

      "Uh, I'm kinda naked here, Ro," Sketch called over his shoulder, giving me a wonderful view of his naked ass as he towel-dried his hair. His body was a combination of taut, golden skin and thick, corded muscle, marred only by the inked sleeves on his arms, the odd freckle, and the unusual T-shaped birthmark on his hipbone that I had always been weirdly drawn to. "Can you give me a minute?"

      "No, it can't wait." I shook my head and exhaled a ragged breath. "I need to tell you something right now."

      "Okay," he said slowly, looking over his shoulder. Stepping into a pair of white, tight-fitted boxers, he dragged them up his hips before turning to face me. "What's up?"

      "I want the word, Sketch."

      He frowned at me. "What word?"

      "Sorry." I folded my arms across my chest. "I want the damn word, Sketch."
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      "I want the damn word, Sketch," Romi growled, eyes blazing. "You still haven't said the word, Sketch."

      "Because it won't fix anything," I bit out. "It's a cop out."

      "Maybe not for you –"

      "And because I'm not a liar," I added quietly.

      "What does that mean?"

      I didn’t respond.

      "God," she bit out, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. "If you knew the half of what I wanted to say to you…"

      I stiffened. "Then say it."

      "You really want to have this conversation?"

      "It's been two years in the making," I shot back, quickly shrugging on a pair of jeans so she couldn’t see how badly I was shaking. "And we're gonna be spending a lot more time together." I shrugged stiffly. "You might as well get it all off your chest."

      "Fine," she snapped, and then she unleashed her fury. "You might not have used your fists on me, but you used your words." Her eyes narrowed as she spoke. "Your words cut me open and you enjoyed watching my insecurities bleed out. You savored my pain. Every time I bled out emotionally, you thrived on it."

      "You're wrong. I didn’t enjoy any of it," I snapped, feeling cornered in this bathroom by the tiny girl blocking the doorway. "I was desperate. My brother was dead and you were the only one with answers. You wouldn’t talk. I did what I thought I had to do –"

      "I was innocent!" she cried out, throwing her hands up. "You made my life a living hell for ten months. Even when I told you I didn’t do it, you kept on going. You wouldn’t listen. You wouldn’t hear me. I was so scared, Sketch, so fucking scared, and you abandoned me. Made me feel dirty." Reaching up, she pushed her hands through her tangled hair. "Everyone in town turned against me, everyone at school, and that's fine. I could've handled that, but not you." Tears filled her eyes. "You were my best friend in the whole world. How could you think I would do that to Chris? To you?"

      "I fucked up," I hissed, dropping my hands to my sides, feeling completely unarmored. "I know that, okay? What else do you want me to say, dammit!"

      "I want the word, Sketch," she growled. "I want you to say it."

      I blew out a pained breath, knowing exactly what she wanted from me. "I'm not ready to say it."

      "Why the hell not?"

      "Partially because I'm still mad at you," I admitted honestly. "But mostly because it's not enough."

      "You're a real piece of shit, you know that?" she sobbed, and damn if that didn’t cut me wide open. "You've caused all of this. Every bad thing that's happened to us is your fault. My father was right to warn me off you."

      "Your father?" I demanded, pissed now. "The same prick that locked you up in a fucking institution? Oh yeah, Ro, your precious daddy is a real stellar guy." Unable to stand still, I paced the bathroom floor. "Christ, you're so fucking clueless."

      "Don't you dare call me names," she warned shakily, pointing a finger at me. "Never a-fucking-gain, Sketch Capaldi!"

      "Don’t tell you the damn truth?" I countered hotly. "You are clueless. Fact. You're fucking blinded when it comes to that man – always were. And you say all of this is my fault?" I released a furious snarl. "You're the one who was with Chris the night he was killed. You're the one with all the damn answers. You're the one keeping secrets. You're the one that got with my goddamn brother! Meanwhile, I'm the one being kept in the dark. I'm the one whose heart you fucking crushed. I'm the one who was lied to. But I'm still the one who came and got you out of there!"

      "You're the one who put me in there!" she screamed at me. "You were cruel and heartless, and you drove me crazy!"

      "And you drove me crazy!" I roared back at her, chest heaving. "I lost my girl and then I lost my brother. Chris is gone. Ain't never getting him back. But you –" I clamped my mouth shut and shook my head. "Forget it."

      "Say it," she said hoarsely, tears trickling down her cheeks. "We're getting it all out so just fucking say it, Holden!"

      "I was glad, okay!" I roared. "That night the Sherriff came to my door and told me that my brother was dead? I couldn’t breathe. Hands down, it was the worst night of my life. But I coped. Wanna know why? Because you were okay! Because you didn’t die, Romi."

      Her breath hitched. "Sketch…"

      "Because the person I loved more than my own blood was still breathing," I continued, my words bleeding out, as I stalked past her into the bedroom. "My brother was dead, laid out on a slab in the fucking morgue, and all I could feel was immense gratitude that it wasn’t you. That you survived. Something died inside of me when Chris was murdered, but the whole damn lot of me would've been snuffed out had it been you."

      "Please stop –"

      "And then I had to watch you throw yourself from that tree and it almost killed me," I choked out. "I have never been so fucking scared in my life, and you didn’t care. You just went and quit on me. You just…you just stopped.

      Her breath caught. "Sketch."

      "So yeah, Romi, I was glad it was Chris on that slab and not you and I fucking hated you for making me feel that way," I snarled. "And I'm still mad at you. Right now, right this very minute, I'm so goddamn mad at you that I can taste it."

      "For Chris," she breathed, eyes wide and fearful.

      "For the lies. For the pain. For the secrets. And for jumping out of that goddamn tree and leaving me on my own in this," I seethed, hands balling into fists. "I didn’t know we were in danger, but you did. You knew someone was out to get us and you still checked out. You were willing to leave me behind." I shook my head in disgust. "I've done a lot of shitty, unforgivable things to you and I hold my hands up, but I would never do that to you. I would never leave you defenseless."

      "Sketch –"

      "The minute I knew you were in trouble, I put our differences aside and I came to get you. I stepped up and helped you," I choked out hoarsely. "I'm still here, Romi, still trying to protect you from something I don’t even understand. But you never once thought about what would happen to me if you died. You were willing to leave me defenseless."

      She paled. "I didn’t think –"

      "But then again, I shouldn’t be surprised," I choked out a humorless laugh. "I was never good enough a day in my life, so why would you care?" I forced out the words. Bitter and twisted as I sounded, I couldn’t stop myself from speaking my truth. "My mama never loved me and my father doesn’t care. I had Chris and I had you. When we broke up, I thought I would die. I honest to god didn’t know if I could heal the hole you left in me." I slapped a hand against my chest, feeling my body vibrate and shake. "It's still there, wider than ever, and then I had to watch you with him? With my own brother? Touching him, kissing him, fucking loving him! The only two people I trusted in the whole world didn’t fucking care about me. Neither one of you thought about how I would feel. You didn’t care then and you don’t care now."

      "You broke up with me!" she screamed, louder than I'd ever heard her scream in my whole life. "You did that to us, Sketch. Not me. What was I supposed to do?"

      "You were supposed to not fuck my brother!"

      She flinched and I turned my back, unable to deal with the turbulence in her eyes.

      "Don't you dare do that," she warned, voice cracking. "Don’t you ever turn your back on me again."

      "What do you want from me, huh?" I snarled, red-faced, as I swung around to glare at her. "The fuck are you expecting from me?"

      "Better." Steeling her resolve, she looked me dead in the eye and hissed, "I expect better, Sketch."

      "Look, I don’t know what else you want me to say." Clenching my fists, I forced myself to keep my eyes on hers. "I'm an asshole. I get that. I fucked up. I treated you badly. I hurt you. I wronged you. I lost my fucking mind for a while." A shudder racked through my body. "It won't change a damn thing, but if you need the word from me then here it is; I'm sorry, Romi. I'm fucking sorry, okay?"

      "No," she choked out, sniffling. "It's not okay. You – " her voice cracked and she gasped for air before continuing, "You promised me forever."

      I turned my face away like her words had slapped me. "Yeah, well, I think it's pretty clear by now that forever is just a temporary pitstop."

      "I spent months trying to get over you," she hissed through her tears. "Trying to figure out why you would leave me like that. I came up empty." Clumsily, she hobbled towards me, dragging her boot-clad foot along. "I'm still coming up empty." A harsh sob escaped her and she closed the space between us. "Why'd you do it, Sketch, huh?" Sniffling, she reached up and slapped her small hand against my chest. "Why'd you leave me?"

      "I didn’t leave you, Romi," I snarled, body rigid. "I stopped you from leaving me!"

      "Wh-what?" Her eyes widened in confusion. "What the hell are you talking about?"

      "Forget about it." Trembling, I stepped backwards and out of her reach, but she kept coming, not stopping until my back was pinned to the wall with her small body caging me in. "Doesn't matter anymore."

      "Yes, it does," she spat, crowding me, fucking killing me with those tear-filled eyes. "It matters and you know it."

      I shook my head and looked away, body coiled tight with tension. "Just leave it alone, Ro." Swallowing deeply, I clenched my jaw and fought against the urge I had to reach out and touch her. "It's in the past."

      "Tell me, dammit." Slamming both hands into my chest, she continued to push and shove at me.

      "What good will it do?" I demanded, capturing her hands with mine and pushing them off my chest. "What goddamn bit of good will hashing up the past do? It won't change the present. It won't change a damn thing. We are where we are and I accept that, so just leave it alone, okay?"

      "I can't leave it alone," she replied, hands returning to the bare skin of my chest. "I need the truth. I've been going crazy for two years over you. I need…I need something, Sketch. I need the truth about some fucking part of my life. Please?" Sniffling, she reached up and cupped my face with her hands. "Please."

      "Fine. You want the truth? Here it is. Your dad wanted me out of the picture," I heard myself confess, repressing the urge to lean into her touch as I spilled my pain in as calm a tone as I could muster. "He wanted me away from you so badly that he was willing to uproot your entire world and ship you off to a boarding school in Europe to make that happen. So, I made a deal with him."

      Her eyes widened. "A d-deal?"

      I nodded stiffly. "If I broke it off with you and left you alone, if I kept my mouth shut about the deal, then you would get to stay in Pocketful." Reaching up, I took her hands and peeled them away from my face, unable to handle her touch. "I did what I thought was right, but he broke that promise when he sent you away." Frustrated, I shoved a hand through my hair and sighed. "I kept my side of the deal. Your father didn’t."

      "But why?" she squeezed out, eyes locked on mine. "W-why would he do that?"

      "Why do you think, Romi?" I demanded, wounded. "He hates me. Always has."

      "I knew something was wrong," she cried, reaching back up to touch my face. "You lied to me."

      "I had no choice! It was me without you, or no you at all!" I hissed, turning my face away. "And don't touch me like that."

      "Sketch –"

      "Why does he hate you so much? We were happy. Why would he do that to us?"

      "Look, it all worked out for the best anyway," I forced myself to say. "You moved on. You got over it. You were happy with Chris. That's what your dad wanted and that's what happened. It's over with now. It's done. You'll find someone else and we'll forget this conversation ever happened."

      "I never got over it," she whispered brokenly. "Not even for a minute."

      My nostrils flared. "Then you better start trying because we are not going back."

      "Sketch –"

      "I'm done with this conversation, Romi. You got your apology. You got your answers. I’m in the wrong. I'm the fuck up. Now, just… just leave me alone."

      "Leave you alone?" she whispered. "That's what you want?"

      Ignoring the fevered thudding in my chest, I shook my head. "Maybe not, but it's what I need."

      Romi went completely still, eyes still locked on mine, and it was too much for me to handle. "Oh my god." Her words were barely audible. "You really hate me now, don’t you?"

      My eyes burned, my chest ached, and I honest to god felt weak to the bone. How she could even ask me that just proved how little she truly knew me.

      "Well, this is painful."

      Both our heads snapped toward the door of the motel room where Presley stood watching us, armed with half a dozen shopping bags and a piece of licorice dangling from his mouth.

      "Watching ya'll bleed your regrets all over each other genuinely hurts my soul."

      "I need some air," I muttered, taking this as my chance to get the hell away from the girl that made me bleed like no one else. Stepping around Romi, I kicked on my sneakers and grabbed a shirt out of my bag. Shrugging it on, I moved for the door, desperate to get some breathing space. "Welcome back, asshole."

      "Sketch, wait," Presley called after me. "Don’t you wanna talk about –"

      "Ya'll can figure it out." I barreled past him and stalked into the night. "Apparently, I didn’t know shit about my brother."
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      Stunned, I watched Sketch storm out of the motel room, taking what little was left of my sanity with him. "Wait!" I called out, ignoring the searing pain in my leg as I attempted to shuffle after him. "Sketch, don’t go –"

      "Let him go," Presley said kindly, blocking my path. "He needs to cool off and he can't do that around you."

      Shaking my head in utter confusion, I stumbled back to the bed and collapsed in a heap, feeling more emotions than I knew how to handle. Everything was spinning out of control, my life was falling apart before my eyes, and being near him again was making it so much worse. It was too much. His words, his version of the truth, had stunned me into submission.

      Lost.

      I felt utterly lost.

      Face down on the wiry mattress, I buried my head in a pillow and swallowed a scream.

      "Talk to me," Presley coaxed, wrapping an arm around my body. "Come on, baby girl. I'm here for you."

      I couldn’t talk to him. I couldn’t talk to anyone. All I could do was reel in my memories as they attacked the fractures of my splintered heart…

      

      "Oh my god!" Swallowing down the sob of relief trying to claw its way out of my throat, I locked eyes on the boy who had been evading me for two weeks. Sketch stood outside my classroom door, expression dark and guarded. His face was covered in bruises, his blue eyes locked on mine. Raising a hand, he crooked a finger and gestured for me to follow him before disappearing from sight.

      Practically falling out of my chair, I scooped up my books and dashed for the front of class. "Romi?" Mr. Jackson said, brows furrowed in confusion. "If you need a hall pass –"

      "I'm sorry, but I have to go," was the only explanation I gave him before barreling out of the classroom in search of my missing boyfriend. Heart bucking wildly in my chest, I rushed down the hall, my eyes frantically searching for him.

      "In here," Sketch said, leaning against the door of an empty classroom. Again, he walked inside without waiting for me, letting the door swing shut behind him.

      Relief flooded my body as I hurried into the classroom. "You jackass!" Slightly out of breath, I let my bag fall from my shoulder and set my books on a random desk, feet moving straight for him. "Where the hell have you been?" Not stopping until I had my arms flung around his waist, I sagged against his tall frame, needing the feel of his body against mine to ground me. "I thought something terrible had happened to you," I growled, tightening my hold on his waist. "You didn’t text or call." Clenching my eyes shut, I felt a tremor roll through me as I felt my world fall back in place. Sketch was okay. I could breathe again. "What the heck happened to your face?"

      He didn’t answer my questions and he didn’t hug me back. "We need to talk," was all he said instead, taking a step back from me and breaking the physical connection I desperately needed.

      "You bet your ass we need to talk." Planting my hands on my hips, I glared up at him. "Do you have any idea how worried I've been? You don’t answer my calls. You don’t text me back. You drop off the face of the freaking planet for two weeks and show back up to school without an explanation!" I shook my head and expelled a frustrated breath, wincing when I took in the sight of his bruised face. "What happened to you?"

      "Doesn’t matter." His tone was clipped and void of emotion, his expression masked with impassiveness. He was looking at me like I was a stranger and it terrified me. What the hell was happening? "We need to talk."

      "Then talk, Sketch," I strangled out, feeling a pang of anxiety settle inside of me. "Explain this, please, because I'm beyond confused right now."

      "I've been doing some thinking," he began, reaching up to scratch his swollen jaw. "And I think we need to go our separate ways."

      I heard the words come out of his mouth, saw the seriousness in his eyes, but I still laughed. I laughed and laughed and laughed because it was so ridiculous. "No," I finally replied, sobering my features. "Next."

      "No?" He frowned. "What do you mean no?"

      "I mean no," I shot back, feeling a surge of heat in my chest. "We're not going our separate anything. It's not happening. We're together. You and me. We love each other and that's that."

      His eyes narrowed. "Romi, I want to break up."

      "Stop playing around, Sketch," I growled, not liking this game one bit. "Whatever you're up to, it's not funny."

      "Listen," he sighed, breaking eye contact. "You're still my best friend and I still care about you, that will never change, but –" Words breaking off, he ran a hand through his hair and expelled a shaky breath. "I just…"

      "You just what, Holden?" I demanded, feeling my eyes sting with tears. "You want to end things? You want to break up with me? You don’t love me anymore? You don’t find me attractive? Hmm? You just fucking what?"

      "I'm bored," he tossed back at me.

      My blood ran cold. "Wh-what?"

      "It's getting old, Ro – we are getting old," he choked out, sounding pained. "We've been together forever and I…fuck, I need to be free. To figure out who I am."

      "You already know who you are," I cried, feeling completely cornered.

      "And I can't do that with you clinging to my damn coattails, Ro," he continued, ignoring me. "I need my freedom."

      "You're lying." I pressed a hand to my chest, feeling my heart race violently. Pain. It was all I could feel. Overwhelming me. My legs shook so hard, I was surprised to still be standing. "This isn't you, Sketch. You're lying. I know you are."

      He shook his head. "I'm not."

      My face caved. "Stop."

      "I'm sorry," he bit out, jaw working. "But it's over. We're done."

      "Don’t say sorry," I choked out. "Just take it back."

      "I can't do that."

      "Take it back," I begged, moving for him. "Please just take it back."

      He refused to give an inch, body stiff and rigid.

      A tear trickled down my cheek and his nostrils flared.

      "You're done with me?" The pain inside of me was so severe that I could barely get the words out. "Is that what you're saying?" Keeping a hand clutched to my chest, I blinked away the tears blurring my vision and stared up at the only boy I had ever loved. The boy who had just cut me open. "You don’t want me?"

      His only response was the slight shake of his head.

      Not fucking good enough!

      "Say it," I demanded. "If you don't want me, say the words, you fucking coward."

      "I. Don’t. Want. You," he snarled, enunciating every word, eyes wild with heat. "Happy now? I don’t want to be with you, Romi. I'm done with you and I'm done with us. I won't change my mind. Not now. Not ever. So, get the fuck over me because I'm already over you."

      I could feel the tear as my poor, thudding heart slowly started to split down the center. A combination of arctic ice and red-hot fire spread like wildfire throughout my organs, spilling over every inch of my skin.

      Teeth chattering, I staggered backwards and crashed into a desk. Unable to breathe, I clawed and gasped for air, knowing full well that I was having a panic attack and needed to calm down, but I couldn’t.

      "You'll be okay," Sketch told me, not meeting my eye. "I promise, it's better this way. You'll get over this."

      I wouldn’t.

      Not ever.

      Grabbing his bag off the floor, he tossed it over his shoulder and moved for the classroom door, leaving me staring after him. "I'm sorry, Ro," he said, stopping in the doorway with his hand clutching the handle so tight that his knuckles had turned white. "More than you'll ever know."

      And then he was gone…
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      My life, post-Romi, was dark, dreary, depressing, and I was done. Completely fucking done. I didn’t want to be here anymore. Not in the shithole town I hailed from or the frigid family I belonged to. Dragging myself out of bed this morning took more effort than usual. I wanted to stay right under my covers and wallow. I wanted to never have to face her again. Since I couldn’t do either, I showed up to school and went through the motions. Football was my saving grace since our breakup and I threw myself into the grueling schedule, not daring to come up for air for fear I would choke on my bitterness.

      I hoped Cal Dillon was happy with himself. No, scratch that, I hoped he burned in hell for taking way the one good thing I had going for me…for making me break his daughter.

      With Eminem's Love The Way You Lie blasting from my headphones, I pushed through the crowded school hallway towards the gym, entirely uninterested in what had everyone's feathers in a twist. I didn’t give a damn about school politics, if I was being honest. I only cared about two people in this entire school and those two people were…kissing?

      Struck fucking dumb, I froze in the middle of the hallway, unable to move a muscle, while the mother of all horror scenes unfolded before my eyes.

      Romi, my fucking Romi, tucked into my brother's side while he slung an arm over her shoulders.

      The taste of vomit soured my mouth.

      Breathe.

      Just keep breathing…

      Clenching my eyes shut, I prayed the weed still in my system from last night was playing havoc with my eyes, but no, when I opened my eyes, they were still there.

      All smiles.

      All touchy-feely.

      All loved-up.

      Blinking rapidly, I looked on in a sick state of masochistic destruction as my brother, the one fucking decent family member I had, leaned in and pressed a kiss to my girl's lips.

      Pain, more pain than I'd ever experienced, ricocheted through my body, causing my legs to shake and my body to buckle.

      Two months. We'd been broken up two damn months and she had moved on – to my brother, no less. Needing to move before I passed out on the floor, I barged past them, ignoring the glimmer of guilt in my brother's eyes when our eyes met across the crowded hallway. His eyes told me he was sorry. Mine told him to go fuck himself.

      Fuck him.

      Fuck her.

      Fuck the whole damn world...

      

      "Fuck them both," I slurred, with a shake of my head. Nursing what I thought could be my ninth or tenth beer, I tipped the bottle back and drained the contents before ordering another shooter from the busty blonde behind the bar.

      "You sure you want this, sweetheart?" she drawled, leaning across the bar to pour another shot of Jack into my glass. "I have it on good authority that whiskey ain't no good for healing a broken heart."

      "I ain't trying to heal it," I mumbled, reaching for the glass. "I'm trying to numb it."

      "Uh-huh." Tossing a cleaning rag over her shoulder, she leaned against the bar, tits spilling over the tiny shirt she had on, and smiled. "And how's that working for you?"

      Tossing the amber liquid down my throat, I swallowed deeply and pushed the empty glass towards her. "Keep 'em coming and I'll let you know when it starts working."

      Smirking, she reached for the bottle and poured me another. "You know –" she pushed the glass towards me, but didn’t let go. "I might know another cure."

      My brows furrowed and I kept my glazed over gaze locked on the glass – on the red-painted fingernails curled around mine. "And what's that, ma'am?"

      "My shift finishes in twenty minutes," she purred, releasing the glass. "How 'bout you meet me out back and I'll show you?"

      I arched brow. "Are you propositioning me?"

      She smirked. "Why else do you think I'd risk getting fired to serve you? We both know that I.D you flashed me is bullshit, pretty boy."

      "Wow." I tossed my shot back before continuing, "Now, I kinda feel like prey."

      "So, what are you?" she laughed. "A sophomore in college?"

      "Try senior in high school," I replied, too drunk to lie. "And I'm sorry, but I can't fuck you tonight." My brows furrowed. "Or any night."

      "Because of your broken heart?" she teased, still grinning.

      "Because I would be a massive disappointment," I slurred.

      "Well shit." Her brows shot up. "A good boy. I wasn't expecting that."

      I shrugged. "I'm full of surprises."

      "And the girl?" She leaned closer. "The one you're drowning your sorrows over?"

      "Fucked me over," I declared. "Fucked my brother in the process." I frowned deeply, feeling my brows mash together. "Now the brother is dead, the girl is waiting at a motel for me, and I'm…" I waved a hand around aimlessly, "here with you."

      She winced. "Ouch."

      I nodded. "Sucks to be me, huh?"

      "Still love her?" she asked then. "Your dead brother's girl?"

      I thought about it for a moment before pushing back my stool. "She was never his girl, ma'am." Climbing unsteadily to my feet, I tossed a few bills on the counter and asked, "Do you happen to have a phone?"

      "No cell?"

      None I could risk using. Drunk or not, I wasn’t that stupid. "Nope."

      "There's a phone out back," she replied, giving me a strange look.

      Nodding, I offered her a small salute before making my way out of the bar. Drunk as I was, I managed to find the payphone easily. Picking up the receiver I clumsily pushed a bunch of change into the slot and dialed one of the few numbers I knew by heart.

      "Why didn’t you stop him?" I slurred, forehead pressing against the cool wall, with the phone welded to my ear. "Why didn’t you help me?"

      My father's voice was even when he asked, "Are you with her now?"

      "If I am, are you gonna tell him?" I shot back. "Are you gonna let him take her again?"

      Silence.

      "I couldn’t do shit back then," I continued, leaning heavily against the wall. "I was too young. Too fucking powerless. But you could and you didn't."

      "It was complicated."

      "I loved her." I clenched my eyes shut, breathing hard and fast. "More than anything and you let him take her from me. Hell, I don’t know shit about being a father, I ain't gotta kid, but if I did, I sure as hell wouldn't let my asshole best friend beat him to a pulp."

      "There's a lot you don’t understand," he replied. "I've done the best I can for you, son –"

      "Chris could have her, but I couldn’t?" I choked out, hemorrhaging in my pain that only seemed to be intensified by the alcohol flooding my veins. "Why, Dad? What's wrong with me?"

      "Are you planning on coming home anytime soon?" he asked, not bothering to answer me. "Don’t think your absence has gone unnoticed at school. Your coach is furious with you."

      "Why don’t you love me?"

      "Holden –"

      "Why doesn’t Mama love me?"

      "You're drunk," he finally replied. "You need to sleep it off and come home –"

      "Love you, too, Dad," I slurred, slamming the receiver down before I took another mental kicking.
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      Reeling from Sketch's confession, I lay awake all night, taking comfort in the arm Pres had slung over my shoulders and the sound of his soft snoring, while I kept my eyes glued to the door. Time crawled by at a snail's pace, with the dark eventually being replaced with the dawn, but Sketch never came back to the room.

      

      "Your dad wanted me out of the picture. He wanted me away from you so badly that he was willing to uproot your entire world and ship you off to a boarding school in Europe to make that happen. So, I made a deal with him…. I did what I thought was right…I kept my side of the deal. Your father didn’t."

      

      So many lies. So many bitter regrets. None of which I could do a damn thing to change. Sketch was right when he said hashing up the past wouldn’t change the present. The only thing we could do now was try to crack the puzzle Chris had left behind. Still, I couldn’t let what Sketch said go. I couldn’t let it rest, not until I said my peace.

      Numb, I climbed out of bed, taking care not to wake Pres, who had deemed me the little spoon to his big spoon earlier in the night. Getting around with the damn boot was a curse, but I managed to hobble over to Presley's pile of discarded clothes and snag his phone.

      Tapping in the number I knew by heart, I crept into the adjoining bathroom before placing the call. With my heart in my mouth, I pressed the phone to my ear and waited until he picked up.

      "Cal Dillon."

      "How could you?" were the first words that came out of my mouth. Balling my free hand into a fist, I sank down on the closed toilet lid and hissed, "I trusted you."

      "Romi?" The relief in my father's voice was evident. "Oh, thank god you're alright, sweet pea. Half the country is out looking for you. Where are you?"

      "Answer me," I demanded, keeping my voice hushed. "Why, Dad?"

      "Romi, you need to tell me where you are –"

      "No," I hissed. "You need to tell me why you made him break up with me?"

      There was a long stretch of silence before my father sighed heavily down the line. "Of course. You're with him right now, aren’t you?" His voice took on a harder tone when he said, "Do you have any idea how worried I've been?"

      "Do you have any idea how heartbroken I've been?" I cried hoarsely. "I love him, Daddy. For my whole life, I've only loved him. I've only wanted him, and you took him from me."

      "Just tell me where you are and I'll come get you," he tried to change the subject by saying. "We can talk about Holden then."

      "No," I spat. "You took him from me. He hates me now. Do you get that? He can't even look at me because he thinks I betrayed him with Chris. He sacrificed his own happiness to keep me in Pocketful because he thought that's what I needed, and you just stood by and let it happen. You saw me cry for months – you saw me lose my fucking mind over him, and you let it happen. I can never trust you again. Never. You took him from me and you locked me up. I begged you not to send me there and you didn’t listen. I told you I loved him and you didn’t listen. You never listen –"

      "Enough!" my father bellowed down the line. "Tell me where you are right this instant, young lady."

      "Why?" I demanded bitterly while I kicked off my sweatpants. "So you can send me back to hell?" I shook my head and wiped my nose with my sleeve. "No, this time you can go to hell."

      "Ramona –"

      "Goodbye, Dad."

      "No, no. Don’t you dare hang up on –"

      I ended the call before he had a chance to finish and tossed the phone in the nearby sink. Dropping my head in my hands, I dug my fingers into my scalp and drew in several deep breaths. It didn’t help. Nothing helped.

      Swallowing several times to clear the huge lump in my throat, I concentrated on keeping my breathing even and not giving in to the panic attack threatening to overtake me. Breathe, Romi. Just keep breathing. Nice and slow.

      A knock on the bathroom door stirred me from my thoughts. "Romi?" Presley's voice came from behind the door moments before it creaked open. "I'm not coming in, okay?" he hurried to say before sticking an arm around the door and dropping several shopping bags on the bathroom floor. "Just wanted to give you these."

      "What's all this?"

      "Sketch had me pick some stuff up for you," was all he replied before closing the door.

      Sketch.

      Sketch.

      Sketch.

      Oh god…

      "Pres?" I called out, feeling weak.

      "Yeah?"

      "You can come in here –" My voice cracked and I wet my lips before continuing, "I really need to get clean and I need some help."

      "Sure thing." The door swung open again, revealing a disheveled and sleepy looking Presley.

      "Where'd you go?"

      "Pocketful."

      "Why?"

      "To find the journal."

      "And did you find it?"

      "Not as of yet, but I will." Standing in nothing but a pair of Halloween themed boxer shorts, he scratched his bare chest and eyed me with a sympathetic expression. "So, who'd you sneak in here to call?"

      "My dad," I replied, my one good knee bopping restlessly while I tugged on the Velcro straps of the boot. Tearing the straps free, I tossed the boot away and stared down at my discolored and recently stitched knee and then my puffy ankle.

      "Whoa, should you be taking that thing off?"

      "Don’t know," I replied honestly, dragging Sketch's hoodie over my head. "Don’t really care. I just need a shower that doesn’t consist of washing in the sink."

      "Jesus Christ, Romi!" Padding into the bathroom, Presley trailed his fingers down my spine. "Did Sketch feed you at all?" His eyes narrowed. "You look like you've lost ten pounds."

      "He did," I admitted. "I'm just…I can't eat."

      "Well hell, no wonder you look so weak," he grumbled. Disappearing into the bedroom, he returned a moment later with a packet of M&M's. "Here you go, girl, and don’t even think about telling me you're not hungry." Popping the bag open, he thrust it into my hands. "You need to get some sugar into you."

      I gave him a small smile before pouring a few of the candies into my hand and popping them into my mouth, relishing in the chocolatey goodness when it hit my taste buds.

      "So." Lowering himself to the floor, he leaned against the tub and hooked his arms around his knees. "Would it be fair for me to assume that this impromptu call to your dad – not to mention Sketch passed out in the backseat of his truck with an empty bottle of JD – is because he finally told you about your breakup?"

      "He slept in his truck?" I croaked out.

      Pres nodded. "Saw him from the window."

      "Oh."

      "Ya'll had a fight? Over the breakup?"

      Swallowing down a mouthful of chocolate, I nodded slowly.

      Pres watched me carefully. "And I'm guessing the reason you avoided all conversation with me last night is because it didn’t end well?"

      Appetite gone, I set the half-eaten packet down and offered him another nod, this time with a sniffle.

      "Ah hell," Pres groaned. "Okay, baby girl." Closing the space between us, he wrapped me up in his arms. "Tell me everything."

      "I don’t even know where to start, it's so damn screwed up," I sniffled, burying my face in his neck, crying hard and ugly. "He hates me."

      "Sketch hates everyone," he said with a sigh. "Everyone in the whole entire world except –" pausing, he leaned back and tapped my nose, "for Romi Dillon."

      "That's not true anymore."

      "It's about the truest thing I know," he argued. "Even when he thinks he hates you, he doesn’t. He can't. It's physiologically impossible for that boy to do anything but adore your skinny ass. It's been ingrained in him since he was five years old." Smiling softly, he added, "Tarzan loves Jane. Sketch loves Romi."

      "You don't understand," I whispered brokenly. "You didn’t see the way he looked at me last night. Like I'd… stabbed him through the heart and the back."

      "Sketch is no angel," Pres reminded me. "In fact, ten months of publicly labeling you as his brother's killer gives him the edge in the asshole stakes, so I wouldn’t be so hard on myself if I were you."

      "That's what I thought, too," I replied. "You have no idea how many nights I've laid in bed, vowing to myself that I would never forgive him for the way he treated me."

      "But?"

      "You didn’t hear him last night. His words. His explanation. His…truth." Cringing, I tucked my tangled hair behind my ears and blew out a shaky breath. "I think I broke him, Pres. And Chris? He was my boyfriend and your best friend, but he was Sketch's brother. His twin. His death is crippling him. He's in so much pain."

      "As are you," he reminded me. "Doesn’t give him the right to take it out on you – regardless of whether you were lying or not."

      "But I was lying," I whispered.

      "Yes," he agreed with a nod. "You lied to protect him and he lied to protect you. That's an unfortunate pattern, don’t you think?"

      "I don’t know what to think anymore."

      "Do you still have feelings for him?"

      "What kind of a question is that?"

      "The important kind," he replied. "The only question that matters."

      "Pres, I don’t just have feelings for him. I drown in him. Daily," I admitted hoarsely. "I've never not had feelings for him."

      "Damn," Presley whistled. "Tell me what he said last night."

      Dragging in a pained breath, I relayed everything Sketch had told me, leaving nothing out.

      "Huh," Pres said when I was finished. He clicked his tongue and pushed a hand through his dark curls. "So, he's still trying to protect you from the truth."

      "Wh-what do you mean?"

      "Your dad didn’t just warn him off you, Romi," he told me, expression angry. "He had Sketch attacked. They beat him. Badly. Bad enough that he spent two weeks in the hospital recovering from his injuries."

      I shook my head in horror. "No."

      "Yes," Presley countered with a nod. "Remember when Sketch dropped off the face of the earth right before you guys broke up? And then when he came back, you said he was different? Like a closed book? Well, he was in St. Catherine's that whole time, Romi."

      "Oh my god." My stomach churned violently. "How do you know this?"

      "Chris."

      "What?" I gaped at him. "Chris knew?"

      Grimacing, he nodded. "Yeah."

      "What the hell, Presley." I jerked to my feet, only to fall back down on the toilet, my left leg unable to take my weight without the support of my medical boot. "Then why didn’t he tell me?"

      "I honest to god have no idea," he replied, placing a hand on my good knee. "For the longest time, I thought it might be because Sketch asked him not to say a word, so I kept my mouth shut, too, but then I spoke to Sketch about it and he never knew that Chris knew. I swear I would've told you if I realized."

      My face caved and I dropped my head in my hands. "Oh god, Pres. What's happening here? Why would Chris not tell me? I never –"

      "Would have dated him if you knew?" Pres offered with a sigh. "Yeah, I think that's pretty clear, Romi."

      "Then why would he do that?"

      "I think that's also pretty clear," he growled, eyes darkening. "But that's not him. He wouldn’t screw Sketch over like that. Not unless..." His eyes widened as awareness dawned on him. "Not unless he had no other choice." He turned to stare at me. That's it."

      I blinked in confusion. "What is?"

      "I can't believe I didn’t see it before now." His eyes danced with triumph. "But that's it. That has to be it. You're a freaking genius, Romi Dillon!" Lunging forward, he pressed a quick kiss to my forehead before jumping to his feet. "Now, take your shower and get dressed," he ordered, rushing for the door. "I need to wake Sketch."

      "Presley, wait –"

      "Gotta go, baby girl," he called over his shoulder. "Take your shower. We'll talk later."

      "But I can't –"

      The door of the motel room slammed shut, letting me know that he was gone.

      "Get into the tub on my own," I finished with a sigh.
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        Sketch

      

      

      Jack Daniels kicked my ass last night and I was wallowing in regret; sweating out whiskey and drowning in my sins. I planned on doing so in peace, but the maniac banging on my truck window had other ideas.

      "Sketch, I need to talk to you!" Bang, bang, bang. "Come on, I can see you in there." Bang, bang, bang. "Shake a leg, dude, this is important."

      Peeling an eye open, I winced when the early morning sun attacked my senses. Slapping an arm over my face, I squinted until a familiar goofy face came into focus, nose pressed up against the glass of the passenger door window. "Jesus fucking Christ," I groaned, burying my face in the crook of my elbow. "Go away, Quinton."

      "No can do," he called back, yanking on the – thankfully – locked door handle. "I've cracked another piece of the code."

      "I don’t care about your damn codes." Shaking my head, I rolled onto my back and covered my face with my hands. "I'm tryna die in peace here."

      "Self-inflicted, and I'm not going away." Bang, bang, bang. "So, you might as well open up." Bang, bang, bang. "I can sing if that will get you moving quicker." Bang, bang, bang. "Old McDonald had a –"

      "Alright!" I roared, kicking at the door. "Just shut the hell up." Slowly dragging myself into a sitting position, I scrubbed a hand over my face before unlocking the truck. "Damn."

      "Good morning, sunshine." Pres grinned, taking a safe step back when I staggered out. "Wow, don’t you look like a fresh heap of shit."

      "Trust me, I feel like a fresh heap of shit," I yawned, stretching my arms over my head.

      "Yeah, and you smell like one, too," he offered, clapping me on the shoulder. "Now, let's go." He nudged me towards the motel room. "You need to shower and clean yourself up because what I'm about to tell you requires sober and somewhat rational thinking Sketch."

      "Hold your damn horses," I growled, shaking off his hand. "You have some explaining to do."

      "Yes, yes, and I'll do that later –"

      "You'll do it now," I snapped, folding my arms across my chest. "Did you find the journal?"

      "No," he grumbled. "It was a complete fucking bust and then my mom caught me grabbing supplies from my room and wouldn’t let me out of her sight. She thinks there's a freaking kidnapper lurking. It took me three damn days to convince her to let me go."

      "Come again?"

      "I know, right?" He rolled his eyes. "She thinks you and Romi were snatched."

      "So, where does she think you are now?"

      "I told her that I forgot one of my enrollment applications and had to drop it back to the university." He grinned. "She swallowed it."

      "Your mom's gullible as fuck."

      "That she is," he agreed. "Lucky for me."

      "And the stunt you pulled with the reporter?" I demanded then, bristling at the memory. "I really appreciated being thrown under the bus, Quinton."

      "I didn’t throw you under any damn bus," he said with a dramatic sigh. "In fact, I probably saved your lives."

      "By telling the world that I abducted Romi?"

      "By telling the world that you ran away together because you're desperately in love and can't bear to be apart," he countered. "Ever read The Hunger Games? It worked for Katniss and Peeta."

      "Are you…" I shook my head and gaped at him. "We're not a movie, Presley!"

      "Ugh, I was referring to the book, Holden."

      "Whatever, you weirdo."

      "Look, let's just go back inside and talk," he coaxed, placing his hands on my shoulders and pushing me along. "I really think I'm onto something."

      "I don’t care anymore, Quinton. I really don’t. I need food. That's all I want. I can't function until I eat," I mumbled, allowing him to usher me back to the room. "Bacon. Toast. Eggs –"

      "Sausage?"

      "Not nearly drunk enough, dude."

      Chuckling, he unlocked the door and shoved me inside. "Romi?" he called out, closing and then locking the door behind him. "You still in the shower, girl? Because I've got a hungover jock that I need to hose down."

      "You wish," I snorted.

      He winked. "Every day."

      "Wait –" I snapped my head up to glare at him. "You left her alone?"

      "For like five minutes. Chill."

      "We don’t leave her alone for any damn minutes," I whisper-hissed, anxiety gnawing at my gut, the memory of Romi flinging herself out of that treehouse the culprit. "We talked about this."

      "Romi?" Presley called out, sounding worried now. "Are you okay?"

      "Um, kinda," she called back from inside the bathroom and we both sagged in relief. "Well, to tell you the truth, I'm actually sort of, uh, stuck."

      "What do you mean you're stuck?" I demanded, feet moving for the bathroom before my brain had a chance to catch up with the rest of me. "Are you hurt?"

      "Is that Sketch?" She sounded panicked. "Oh my god, Pres, don’t let him come in here!"

      "Hold your horses, lover boy." Stepping in front of me, he held his hands up and grinned. "I can take it from here."

      Growling, I watched him disappear inside the bathroom.

      "Oh wow, I've never seen a vagina in the flesh before. Gotta say, it's not nearly as traumatizing as I expected."

      "Oh my god, Pres, I'm not a science project. Stop inspecting it." Romi laughed, and it was weird as fuck to hear her do that. I hadn't heard that sound in a very long time. "Just help me out – ah, see, I'm totally wedged in here."

      "Nice rack, Romi," Pres said, grunting and panting. "Damn, girl, where've you been hiding these? Maybe it's my all-round appreciation for the natural nourishment they provide, but I gotta say, in another lifetime, I think I could have been a breast man –"

      "What the hell? Stop looking at her, asshole," I snapped, storming into the bathroom, only to freeze on the spot when my eyes landed on the scene in front of me.

      With a transparent shower curtain torn from its pegs and draped around her, Romi was sprawled sideways in the tub, with her injured leg dangling over the side of the tub and the other jammed solid beneath her.

      Meanwhile, Presley was standing behind her in the tub with his jeans rolled up to the knees, soaked to the skin from the water still spraying down on them both, as he tried and failed to hoist her up.

      "You know, I'm really not equipped for this," he declared, sounding breathless, as he failed once more to pull her out. "I think my brain serves as a far stronger weapon than my biceps."

      "Clearly," I said calmly, though how, I'd never know considering my heart was gunning in my chest. "Get out of the way, you douche."

      "Oh my god," Romi whimpered, dropping her head in her hands when I approached. "Let me die."

      "Not today, Ro." Switching off the water, I grabbed a towel off the rack and tossed it at a drenched Presley.

      "I'll just, uh…" He pointed to the door before jumping out of the tub and hurrying away. "Be right back."

      "Hook your arms around my neck and I'll lift you out," I instructed, ignoring the pounding in my chest when I reached into the tub and hooked my hands under her arms. Freeing her leg, I pulled her up. Damn, Presley needed to work on his upper body strength. This girl was as light as a bag of flour. "Come on, Ro, hold onto me."

      "I'd rather not, Sketch," she groaned, face still firmly buried in her hands as she leaned heavily against my chest, balancing on one foot. "Jesus."

      "Oh, you wanna stay in there for the day?" I arched a brow, keeping an arm around her. "Is that it?"

      "Ugh." She blew out a breath. "No, no, you're right. I'm being dumb." Keeping her face buried against my chest, she gingerly wrapped her arms around my neck. "Just, uh, please don’t look."

      "Yeah, Ro." Sliding a hand between our bodies, I tossed the curtain into the tub before lifting her into my arms. "Whatever you say." Snagging a towel off the rack, I tossed it down on the closed lid of the toilet before carefully lowering her down. "You good?" I asked, keeping my eyes on her face the entire time.

      "Yep," came her high-pitched response as she hunched forward in a bid to protect her modesty – modesty I'd seen about as many times as I'd seen my own damn modesty.

      "Here –" Giving her my back, I reached for another towel and held it out for her.

      "Thanks." She took the towel from me and I gave her a minute to cover up, while I took a moment to compose myself.

      "No problem." Clenching and then unclenching my fists, I tried to shake out the tremor in my hands while I fought against the hard-on in my jeans.

      Wrong time.

      Wrong place.

      Wrong fucking girl…

      "It's okay now," Romi said quietly. "I'm decent."

      Blowing out a breath, I masked my emotions and turned to see her wrapped up in a fluffy, white towel. "That was dangerous," I said. "You have a sprained ankle and a banged-up knee. You're bruised. You're barely patched up. You could've broken your damn neck in here and a great help that douchebag would have been to help you out."

      She sighed. "Yeah."

      "Don’t do that again, okay? Not when I'm not around. It's not safe." Shoving my hands into my pockets, I leaned against the opposite wall and studied her flushed complexion and the droplets of water that fell from her hair to her bare shoulders. Jesus. Jaw ticking, I quickly dragged my gaze back to hers.

      Whiskey colored eyes greeted me. "Where were you last night?"

      I blinked. "Excuse me?"

      "Last night," she repeated, cheeks turning pink. "Where'd you go?"

      "To a bar."

      "And afterwards?"

      "I slept in my truck."

      "Why?"

      I debated lying before deciding against it. I wasn’t much of a liar anyway. "I didn’t want to be in here."

      "Because of our fight? Because of what was said? Or because I'm in here?"

      "Because of a lot of things, Romi."

      "And you got drunk?"

      "I did."

      "And that's it?"

      "That's it."

      "Are you sure?"

      I cocked a brow. "Why are you questioning me like we're still in a relationship?"

      Her cheeks reddened but she didn’t back down. "Why are you answering my questioning like we're still in a relationship?"

      I shrugged. "I guess old habits die hard."

      "I guess," she replied and then blew out a pained breath. "I miss the old you."

      "Yeah, and I miss the old you."

      Her eyes widened. "You do?"

      I nodded. "Of course. Spent eleven years with the old you."

      Sadness enveloped her features. "We had some good times, huh?"

      My throat felt like sawdust, but I forced myself to swallow. "Yes."

      "It hurts," she whispered. "Seeing you like this. So cold. So…closed off."

      "Need help with anything else?" I asked, quickly veering the conversation back to safer waters. I didn’t want to fight with her. I didn’t want to be responsible for putting that sad look in her eyes, the one that made me want to kick my own ass, but I couldn't pretend everything was fine when it wasn't.

      Looking around aimlessly, I located her boot and quickly snatched it up. "Here, let me help with this." Kneeling on the floor before she had a chance to say anything else, I carefully placed her foot back inside. "That feel okay?"

      "Yeah," she replied, watching as I adjusted her boot until it was strapped back on. "Thank you."

      "You're welcome." Keeping my head bowed, I debated what to do next before deciding that I needed to move.

      She took that option away from me when she cupped my face in her small hands, causing my body to ignite in a sick form of pained pleasure. It was too much. She was too fucking much for me.

      "Don't," she said, tugging my face up and forcing me to look at her. "Don’t run." She trailed her thumbs over my cheekbones, causing a shiver to rack through my body. "Just…stay and finish this with me."

      I closed my eyes. "Romi, you need to not –"

      "Look at me, Sketch."

      I shook my head. "I need to –"

      "Look. At. Me."

      Reluctantly, I did, and it hurt just like it always did. Wide eyes. Long, thick, dark lashes. Perfect eyebrows. Puffy, swollen lips. A cute button nose with a light sprinkling of freckles. High cheekbones and a tiny dimple in her chin. The dull ache in my chest that I carried with me these past two years grew and intensified.

      Throughout a span of almost thirteen years, I'd watched her face morph and transform from a little girl to a woman; from toothless smiles, to braces, to a perfect white smile, from chubby cheeks to high, sculpted cheekbones. I'd witnessed it all, every stage of her face, and it hurt. Because hers was the only face I ever wanted to look at. Because her face broke my fucking heart.

      "I didn’t get a chance to say it last night, but I'm sorry, too." She snaked around to grip the back of my neck. "For hurting you," she breathed, her eyes snaring me one blink at a time. "For lying to you." Leaning down, she stroked my nose with hers, nuzzling me tenderly. "For pretending to be your brother's when I've only ever been yours."

      "Don’t." Exhaling brokenly, I rested my forehead against hers and clenched my eyes shut, absorbing this moment, taking it all in. "I can't do this." I reached up to loosen her hold on my face, desperate to break the connection, but only ended up tightening it instead. I was drowning in my feelings. In the past. In my pain.

      "You broke up with me and I was completely heartbroken," she continued, her voice a breathy whisper. Her hand was still on my face, thumb tracing my cheek, while she knotted her other hand in my hair. "I didn’t know about what my father did to you and I was so hurt, Sketch. So freaking devastated. I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t stop crying. For two months, that's all I did. Rinse, repeat. I couldn't get past it. So, when Chris asked me out, I said yes."

      I flinched and tried to turn my head, but she forced me to stay right there, on my knees at her mercy.

      "I said yes to hurt you," she hurried on, breathing hard. "Because I wanted to make you wake up and realize that you'd made a mistake. Because I wanted to break your heart like you had broken mine."

      "Yeah," I replied, forcing myself to open my eyes and look at her, to take in the sight of her. "Well, mission accomplished."

      "I thought you quit on me," she strangled out, sounding pained. "I didn’t know you were trying to protect me. I didn’t know about your deal with my dad."

      "Anyone but him, Ro," I bit out, heart hammering in my chest. "I knew you'd move on, okay? I accepted it, and I would've sucked it up because I fucking loved you and I wanted you to be happy – with or without me. It killed me to see you in pain. But my brother?" I blew out a pained breath. "You could have had any other guy on the planet and I would've coped, but you chose Chris?"

      "I know, I know," she sobbed, clutching me tightly. "And I'm so sorry."

      "Don't cry," I groaned, fucking crippled by the tears streaming down her cheeks. That only made her cry harder. Clawing the back of my head with both hands, she pressed her brow to mine as her small frame racked with sobs. "Hey, hey –" Reaching up, I cupped her face, feeling the dampness from her cheeks seep onto my palms. "Shh, just stop. It's okay. We both fucked up. Don’t cry, Ro, it's on me, too."

      She exhaled a hiccupping sob, and then her breath hitched in throat. "Sketch." Her small hands roamed over my face, fingers tracing my eyebrows, my cheeks, my lips, my jaw, her haunted eyes tracking every tender caress. "Sketch…"

      Because I could read Romi better than anyone, I knew the exact moment she made her decision, and instead of stopping it like I knew I should, I stayed exactly where I was, a lamb to the slaughter. When she leaned in and pressed her lips to mine, time stood still. Everything stopped working. My heart. My thought process. My fucking resolve.

      Too stunned to do anything but remain on my knees at her feet, I didn’t move a muscle, I didn’t even kiss her back when she tugged on my bottom lip, sucking it into her mouth and then releasing it with a pop.

      With her hands in my hair, she pulled me between her parted legs, annihilating every one of my walls with her lips. Tracing her tongue over my bottom lip, she kissed me again, slow and sensual, causing my heart to explode in my chest and my dick to harden to the point of pain.

      Two years of pain, anger, hate, lust, heartache, and fucking longing burst to the surface and I gave in. Losing my goddamn mind, I crushed my mouth against hers.

      Lips parted, she snaked her tongue into my mouth, kissing me back just as frantically, tongue dueling with mine, while her hands roamed down my neck and shoulders to my chest before finally settling on the hem of my t-shirt.

      Pulling up on my knees, I hooked an arm around her back to roughly drag her body against mine. I kissed her hard and deep, swallowing her soft cries when she moaned into my mouth.

      Pushing my shirt up my chest, her fingernails dug into my bare flesh, causing my stomach muscles to contract and a growl to tear from deep within me. Not stopping, she continued to attack me with her lips while she dragged my shirt up.

      Breathing hard and uneven, I broke our kiss and reached over my shoulder to tug my shirt off. The moment the fabric was gone, Romi was back on me, lips on lips, chest to chest, as she reeled me deeper into the danger zone.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew I was making a terrible fucking mistake, but I couldn’t concentrate on anything other than the feel of her hands on my body, the taste of her lips on mine, and the smell of her filling my senses.

      Drunk off desire, I reached a hand between us and loosened the towel separating our bodies from the desperate need I had to be skin on skin with her.

      Romi didn’t hesitate, not for a second. Yanking on the towel, she quickly ripped it free and rubbed her bare tits against my chest. "Fuck, what are we doing?" I panted against her lips, heart gunning wildly in my chest. "We shouldn’t be doing –"

      "Shh!" Her tongue invaded my mouth once more and her fingers moved to my belt buckle as I knelt between her spread thighs. Struck fucking dumb, I allowed her to unzip my jeans and slide her hand into my boxers. My eyes rolled into the back of my head when she palmed my aching dick.

      "Shh," she breathed, brow pressed to mine, those whiskey-brown eyes scorching me, as she reached up and stroked my cheek with one hand, while slowly working my shaft with the other.

      Trembling, I clamped my hands on her hips and exhaled a ragged breath, feeling more emotions and sensations than I knew how to handle. My knees were shaking, every nerve-ending in my body on high alert. She was making me vulnerable and I hated it. I fucking hated how much power she had over me. I hated how complete I felt when I was with her and how void and empty I felt when I wasn't.

      Jaw clenched, I tried and failed to find the composure I needed to walk away. A deep, guttural groan escaped me and I dropped my head on her shoulder, hips thrusting into her touch, unable to resist the glorious fucking sensations she evoked from my body when she had her hands on me.

      "Stop fighting it," she coaxed breathlessly, cradling my face in the crook of her neck while she continued to work me over. "Just give in."

      Another pained growl escaped me and I did exactly that. Tongue trailing over her collarbone, I suckled on her neck, hands moving to palm her bare breasts. Her breath hitched and the rhythm she was using to pull on my dick changed; moving faster, harder, more frantic, and I couldn’t fucking take another second of it.

      Hooking an arm around her waist, I pulled her onto my lap. A small cry escaped her, reminding me of her injured knee, and I quickly rolled her onto her back beneath me. My lips found hers immediately, hungry and bruising, and I kissed her with everything I had in me, while I clumsily pushed my jeans and boxers down my hips, freeing my aching dick.

      Resting my weight on one arm, I hovered over Romi and reached a hand between her legs, swallowing up her cries when I found her clit. My instincts took over then, memory guiding my fingers deep inside her tight channel to find that sweet spot that always made her scream.

      Desperate to get her off before I blew my load, I crooked two fingers inside her slick pussy, gently massaging and stroking her tight channel just like I used to, while quickly circling and pressuring her clit with my thumb.

      "Sketch!" Romi cried out, clenching around my fingers as her body jerked and shivered beneath me. "God…yeah, that’s it." Tangling one hand in my hair, she dragged my face back down to hers, lips crushing against mine, while she reached her free hand between our bodies to grab my dick.

      "Ro, you gotta stop touching me or I'm gonna come," I mumbled against her lips, cheeks flushed, hips bucking clumsily into her addictive fucking touch. "I haven't done this in a while and I'm, uh, I'm, ah –"

      "It's okay," she moaned, rocking her hips against me, as she tightened her fist around my dick and pulled harder. "I want you to."

      "Fuck." Bowing my head, I drew in several ragged breaths, trying to garner some self-control and stop myself from spilling onto her stomach.

      "Kiss me," she cried out, dragging my lips back to hers, as her breathing hitched and her pussy clenched and spasmed. "Don't stop kissing me." Groaning against her lips, I did as she asked and plunged my tongue into her mouth, my whole body jolting with tremors as Romi came apart beneath me, coming hard around my fingers, fingernails clawing and tearing at my back and neck. "I want this, Sketch," she begged, and it was too much. It was too fucking much. "I want you inside me."

      Clenching my eyes shut, I groaned against her lips, every muscle in my body coiled tight, as my orgasm ripped through me. I came harder and longer and more intense than I ever had in my life, spilling my seed all over her stomach.

      Trembling, I pulled back to rest on my knees, breathing hard and fast, as a wave of vulnerability and humiliation washed over me. Dropping my head, I placed my hands on my thighs and tried to find the composure I needed to handle my feelings. Handle her.

      Romi's breathing was just as erratic as mine as she slowly pulled herself into a sitting position, legs still spread open to accompany the fact that I was kneeling between them. "Are you okay?"

      I couldn’t answer her. I couldn’t fucking breathe. So, instead, I did the only thing I could; I grabbed a towel and cleaned her stomach.

      "Sketch, it's okay." Her hand covered mine, holding me still. "Look at me."

      I couldn’t do that either. Not right now. I felt too exposed. Rising to my feet, I moved for my discarded shirt.

      "Say something," she whispered, still sitting on the bathroom floor.

      Giving her my back, I yanked my shirt back on as quickly as possible, completely fucking reeling. "I'm sorry," I finally replied when words found me. It was all I had.

      "Don’t be," she countered, voice thick with emotion. "Because I'm not."

      "Romi, that shouldn't have happened," I replied, running a hand through my hair before turning back to face her. "I shouldn't have touched you."

      "I kissed you," she reminded me, eyes locked on mine. "And I wanted you to touch me."

      "Yeah." Shaking my head in defeat, I closed the space between us and helped her back onto the toilet seat. "I had Presley pick you up something to wear at the store – and there's some other shit in there, too." I grabbed the shopping bags by the door and placed them next to her before moving for the door. "I should go."

      "Sketch –"

      "I can't… I can't deal with this," I admitted, chest tightening to the point of pain. "Not right now."

      "Is this because we –"

      "No, it's because being near you hurts," I strangled out, backing away from her and moving for the door. "When I'm around you, I get hurt, Romi, and I can't handle any more pain."

      And then I got the hell out of there before my heart hemorrhaged all over the bathroom floor.
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      My emotions were in turmoil. I couldn't explain why I kissed Sketch any more than I could explain why I begged him to be inside me. The only justification I had was the same rationalization I used for lying to him for ten months. I loved him. It made me reckless with my heart and even more reckless with my body, but there it was. And knowing the truth? Knowing that Sketch didn’t leave me by choice? That, for some sick and twisted reason, my father forced his hand? Well, that changed everything. For me, at least.

      Emotionally drained from a life that seemed to be falling down around me, I grabbed my bags and climbed to my feet, surprised that my body could balance itself after the knockout blow it had taken when Sketch ran out on me. My heart sure as hell felt like it had been KO'd. Much steadier on my feet now that I was once again wearing my boot, I set the shopping bags on top of the vanity surrounding the sink and looking inside, finding everything I could possibly need, including my favorite brand of tampons. I didn’t need them, but he'd remembered. Two years had passed and he still remembered the fucking tampons I used.

      Tears stung my eyes and I clutched the edge of the vanity with a death grip, clenching my eyes shut as I forced myself to swallow down a tsunami of pain and regret. It was too much. Too raw.

      Reluctantly, I dropped the towel wrapped around my body and took a long, hard look in the mirror, barely recognizing the girl staring back at me. I was a lot thinner since Chris's death, and falling from the treehouse left my skin littered with bruises. My face looked gaunt, cheeks sunken, my eyes and lips too big for my small, heart-shaped face. No wonder he ran out of here, I thought dejectedly, you look like a ghost.

      My gaze flicked to the purplish mark on my neck and I reached up to touch it. He marked me. A shiver of pleasure rolled through me and I quickly looked away, focusing on getting cleaned up. My hair, still damp and knotted, cascaded down my back in damp curls. Running my fingers through the knots, I used my newly acquired hairbrush to comb it out. Then I reached for the toothbrush and ran it under the cold tap before squeezing a dollop of toothpaste on the brush and shoving it into my mouth. I scrubbed my teeth with a viciousness that caused my gums to bleed. I didn’t care. I just needed to wash it all away somehow. Erase my mistakes. Erase the past two years.

      I kept thinking about what might have happened if I'd broken Sketch down two years ago and forced him to confess.

      Everything, Romi.

      Everything would be different.

      Shaking my head, I pushed the thought away and focused on small mundane tasks like rinsing my toothbrush, screwing the cap back on the paste, splashing water on my face, turning off the faucet, drying my face, cleaning my stomach, folding the towel.

      All simple mindless tasks.

      Those, I could manage.

      Dressing in a chunky, oversized, off the shoulder pink sweater from one of the bags, I hobbled back to the toilet to put on clean panties and a pair of plain, black leggings. It involved getting the damn boot off and back on again, but I couldn’t deny that I felt a million times better once I was dressed. My hair was a wet mess, piled on top of my head with a hair-tie, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t trying to win any beauty contests here.

      When I finally emerged from the bathroom, Sketch was sitting on the edge of the bed. The moment his blue eyes landed on me, my poor heart jackknifed in my chest, causing my breathing to pick up at an alarming rate. "Hey."

      "Hey," I replied, closing the bathroom door behind me and hobbling into the room.

      "So, the douchebag left another note," Sketch told me, waving another piece of paper around. "It says we're to meet him at some diner downtown when we're done having a come-to-Jesus moment between each other's legs in the bathroom."

      I flushed bright pink. "He heard us?"

      "It's Presley," he deadpanned. "He probably had his damn ear pressed to the door." Sketch ran a hand through his dark hair before asking, "How come you never told me he was gay?"

      My brows shot up in surprise. "He told you?"

      He nodded. "I don’t care or anything. Gay or straight, the guy confuses the hell out of me. I just…" He scratched his chest and shrugged. "I feel dumb for not realizing."

      "You're not dumb, Sketch." I made my way over to the bed and sat down beside him. "And I didn’t tell you because you weren't speaking to me when I found out."

      "So, he didn’t tell you when –"

      "We were a couple?" I offered with a small shake of my head. "No, and if he had told me back then, you would've known. You know I could never keep secrets from you. I told you everything." Grimacing, I added, "Even what tampons I used."

      "Yeah." He let out a small, humorless laugh. "And I was your little bitch boy, running around town, stockpiling everything you needed for shark week."

      "God, life was so much easier back then," I said wistfully. "I miss back then, Sketch."

      There was a long stretch of silence before Sketch spoke. "When I was five and my parents first started taking me to church on Sundays with them and Chris, I remember sitting in the row behind your family. Every Sunday, you sat right in front of me. And when nobody was looking, you would sneak a hand back and poke me in the knee, do you remember that?"

      "Yeah." My heart ached. "I remember."

      He nodded. "I remember listening to the Pastor drone on and on about God and Jesus, and Chris would take it all in and answer all of Mama's questions afterwards, but I could never concentrate on what I was supposed to be learning at church because I was convinced there was an angel poking me in the knee."

      My breath caught in my throat. "Sketch –"

      "Don’t –" He held a hand up. "Just let me get this out, okay?"

      Swallowing deeply, I nodded. "Yeah."

      "I told Chris about it one day after church," he said, arm brushing against mine as he spoke. "About the angel in the row in front of us. He laughed at me and said that's not an angel, Sketch, that's just Romi." He smiled sadly. "And then I told him that I knew it was Romi, but that I still thought I was right. Later that night, when I said my bedtime prayers, I asked God for one thing. I said: Dear God, I'll do everything right, I'll go to church every Sunday, I'll respect my daddy, I'll honor my mama, I'll protect my brother, just never take the angel away from me."

      Tears trickled down my cheeks as I listened.

      "And it worked. God heard my prayer," he continued. "So, every night for the next eleven years, I said those exact words to God and I kept my promise. I did everything I said I would, even when it was close to impossible. Even on my birthday, you were my one wish, the one thing I wanted in the whole world, because the truth is, you were the only part of my life that ever made sense." He paused before sighing heavily. "And then one day, on a shitty Monday afternoon in October of sophomore year, you were taken away from me." He stiffened. "It didn’t matter how well I treated you. It didn’t matter how much I loved you. How much I adored you. How I never even looked at any other girls.  It didn’t matter how much of my pride I had to sacrifice to keep my promise to God. None of it mattered because a man with more power than I could ever have, decided that I wasn't good enough for his daughter."

      "I'm so sorry about my father," I said, voice cracking. "I didn’t know he did that to you."

      "And then, two months after that shitty day, I walked into school and saw my brother with his arm wrapped around the angel I had asked God for. The same brother who not only had our father's attention, but our mother's love. The same brother who meant more to me than words can explain." Exhaling a pained breath, he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "After that, I never prayed again, and I haven't stepped foot in a church since."

      Shaking my head, I clenched my eyes shut before blinking away my tears and reaching for his hand. "I don’t know what to say."

      Surprisingly, he didn’t shake me off. Instead, he stared down at my small hand on top of his large one. "It's okay. I've done more than enough wrong to you in the past year. I'm not looking for another apology, and I didn’t tell you any of that to hurt you or make you feel bad."

      "Then why did you tell me?"

      He turned to look at me, giving me access to the pain in his heart through the windows of his eyes. "Because I need you to know that I'm not over it."

      "Over me?"

      "You, what happened, Chris, your dad," he admitted with a sigh. "It's still raw for me, you know? I'm still bleeding, Ro." His brows furrowed and he looked away before saying, "I think I know what you want from me, but I don’t know if I can give it to you."

      "I just want my best friend back," I lied, feeling my heart crack in my chest.

      "If you want friendship then what was that in the bathroom?" he asked, blue eyes scorching me.

      "A blip?" I offered lamely, pulse racing violently.

      Fire burned in his eyes. "And you want to be friends with me?" he changed the subject by asking, nostrils flaring. "After everything I put you through?"

      "I think I can try to forgive you if you can try to forgive me," I replied honestly.

      "Yeah." He was quiet for a long time before saying, "I guess we can give it shot."

      "Really?" I smiled. "We can be friends?"

      "Yeah, we can be friends." Sketch turned back to stare at the bathroom door, Adam's apple bobbing in his throat. "Hey, Ro?"

      "Yeah, Sketch?"

      "I'm still in love with you, so what happened in the bathroom can't happen again," he said, standing up. "You can't play with me like that, okay? You can't kiss me."

      My heart stopped dead in my chest before kick-starting at a thunderous rate. "Wh-what did you say to me?"

      "You heard me," he replied, expression guarded, as he moved for the bathroom. "I need to take a shower and get cleaned up before we meet Pres."
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      My mind was in a tailspin the entire way from the motel to the diner. Sketch said he was still in love with me. He said it and he didn’t take it back. Even now, as I sat beside him at a window booth in this really creepy 1950's style diner, I couldn’t concentrate on a single word that was coming out of Presley's mouth. All I could do was replay those words over and over in my head until I practically turned cross-eyed.

      My arm was touching his and, unlike every other time we had accidently touched since our breakup, he wasn't recoiling from me. No, he seemed quite content to sit next to me and steal fries off my plate, all while shoveling down his own meal, in between cussing out Pres. It felt too good to be true and that terrified me because I honestly couldn’t take another blow.

      "Looking a little flushed there, Romi," Presley announced, dragging my attention off Sketch's beautiful display of arm-porn. Both of his arms were inked to the elbow in a combination of intricate loops and swivels, with his left arm inked all the way to his wrist. I had no idea what any of it meant, he'd gotten it done after we broke up, but it was sexy. Undeniably freaking hot. "In fact, you're looking a little flushed yourself, Sketch."

      "I'm fine," I replied, feeling the heat crawl up my neck.

      Sketch didn’t bother answering; too busy perfecting his role of a human vacuum.

      "Really? That's all I'm gonna get?" Presley arched a brow. "You're fine?"

      "What else do you want?" I mumbled, taking a sip from my soda.

      "Uh, how 'bout ya'll tell me what you were doing in that bathroom for damn near an hour?" Wagging his brows, he added, "I've heard the very audible dialogue, but I'd sure love the narrative."

      "How 'bout you shut your mouth and stop listening behind closed doors?" Sketch growled between bites of his burger.

      "How 'bout you put those lips around some real meat for a change?" Pres shot back with a wink.

      Snorting, Sketch flipped him the bird before biting into his burger with relish. "Mmm-mmm."

      "Don’t know what you're missing," Presley chuckled.

      "Right back atcha," Sketch shot back with a smirk.

      "Are ya'll flirting?" I laughed, looking between both boys.

      "Are ya'll back together?" Pres countered, grinning mischievously at me.

      "Nope," Sketch replied, licking some ketchup off my thumb. "And nope."

      "Don't listen to him, he's playing footsie under the table with me as we speak," Presley chuckled.

      "Nah, that's my dick," Sketch countered. "Sorry about that. Needs a booth of its own."

      "So, that's what really happened to Romi?" Presley shot back. "You piledrived her out of the tree with your damn dick!"

      "Yes," Sketch deadpanned, rolling his eyes. "Yes, Quinton, that is exactly what happened."

      When Presley excused himself to use the bathroom after a few more minutes of bantered conversation, I swung my gaze to Sketch. "Are we going to talk about it?" I asked nervously, picking at a fry on my plate. "What we did... what you said afterwards." I wanted to talk about it. I needed to. Spending another tense night without clearing the air was going to kill me. Throw our make-0ut session in the bathroom into the mix and I was close to combusting. He was clearly trying to be cordial, but he still had a fifty-foot wall erected around himself. I knew I deserved his wariness, but I longed to smash the stupid damn wall blocking me out.

      "Don’t see why we need to," he replied, running a hand through his hair. "You've always known how I feel about you." He snatched a couple of fries from my plate. "Never made a secret of it –" He paused to chew and swallow before adding, "Ain't no surprise in what I said."

      "Except that it was a surprise," I replied, cautious. "To me, at least." He continued to steal food off my plate as I spoke. "I thought you hated me. After Chris, I th-thought you despised me."

      "Look, Ro, you said you wanted to be friends," he mumbled. "I said yes. No need to hash up anything else."

      "But you told me you're in love with me," I breathed, heart hammering wildly against my ribcage.

      "Still in love with you," he corrected with a shrug. "Same girl. Same feelings."

      "Do you want to be friends?" I forced myself to ask, hardly daring to breathe while I waited for his answer. Just friends?

      He paused mid-chew and locked his piercing blue eyes on me. Tilting his head to one-side, he considered me for a long moment before swallowing.

      When he didn’t say anything, I reached for my soda and took a deep swig, flustered from his intense stare.

      When I set the glass back down, he was still staring at me. "Say something," I begged, clasping my hands together. "Anything. Please."

      "I –"

      "Not that I don’t enjoy our little sparring sessions, lover, but we really need to get down to business," Presley announced, returning to the table and disrupting Sketch from whatever he was about to say.

      Frustrated, I blew out a breath and reluctantly turned my attention to Presley who was rummaging around in his bookbag. Setting a notebook down on the table, Pres flipped it open and reached for a pen. "We have a lot to cover, people."

      "Can I finish eating first?" Sketch asked with his mouth around a burger.

      "Seriously, Sketch?" Pushing his glasses up, Presley stared across the booth at him. "Seriously? You've been eating for fifteen solid minutes. I've been counting."

      "What?" Sketch huffed, looking to me for help. "I'm hungry."

      I held my hands up. "Leave me out of it."

      "You're always hungry," Presley replied. "And here's another thing; you are a freak of nature. Do you hear me? A freak. No one else can consume the calories you do on a daily basis and look like that." He waved a hand at him. "It's both unfair and inhuman, and, to be quite frank, I think you set an unhealthy body image standard amongst your peers."

      "My peers," Sketch snickered, leaning across the table to swipe and handful of fries off Presley's plate. "The fuck are you talking about?"

      "That," Presley declared, pointing at Sketch's plate. "That's what I'm talking about."

      "Because I like food?" He arched a brow. "Yeah, Pres, I eat a lot because I work out a lot. I train. Hard. Every day. While you're flexing those braincells, I'm playing football or working out. And besides –" He smirked. "I'm a growing boy."

      "Can't believe you're still seventeen," he muttered. "6'3 and seventeen. It's freaking ridiculous."

      "I sure am seventeen, Pres. For another month." Sketch grinned. "Which makes me the innocent minor and you two the culpable adults if this shit goes south."

      I laughed and Presley glared. "That's not funny."

      "I’m so sorry, officer," Sketch mimicked, chewing on a french fry. "He told me to do it, and the pretty girl said she'd show me her boobies."

      "Ugh!" Presley's mouth fell open. "You take that back right this instant, young man."

      "Relax, I'm kidding," Sketch chuckled, nudging my shoulder with his and causing my cheeks to burn. "I'm no rat."

      I couldn’t stop my smile from spreading as I listened to their banter. It had been a very long time since this version of the boy I used to know made an appearance. I missed that boy. His arm was draped around the back of my chair, and for the first time in two years, I felt a pang of something deep inside me. Something real. Something that felt an awful lot like hope. Like maybe we could really do this? Maybe, just maybe, we could pull it out of the box and fix us.

      "Pres," I said, clearing my throat. "What was all of that 'Romi, you're a genius' talk about earlier?"

      "Ah, yes," Presley replied, flicking open his notebook. "I have a theory."

      "Jesus, here we go." Rolling his eyes, Sketch flagged the waitress over and order another coke. "Theories and codes," he grumbled, leaning back in his seat after placing his order. "Puzzles and jigsaws." Shaking his head, he folded his arms behind his head and yawned. "I'm through with this shit, Pres. You didn’t find the damn journal. You outed us on television. I'm just about done with the crazy."

      "Well how's this for crazy," Presley said, leaning forward to rest his elbows on the table. "I think you and Romi might have something to do with why Chris was killed."

      "What?" both Sketch and I demanded in unison.

      "Cool your jets," Pres cut in, holding a hand up. "I didn't say ya'll killed him. I said I think you might have something to do with why he was killed. Big difference. And keep your damn voices down."

      "Why?" Sketch asked, thank god, because my voice had abandoned me. "How could we have anything to do with it? More importantly, why?"

      "All of this started when Chris started investigating Vic-whore-ia, right?"

      "Right," we both agreed, nodding.

      "Wrong!" Pres hissed, leaning forward. "Wrong, wrong, fucking wrong, guys. We're looking at this the wrong way. Open your eyes. This didn’t start with Vic-whore-ia. It started long before that. This started two years ago."

      He eyed me meaningfully.

      I came up empty.

      "Really, Romi?"

      "I'm sorry," I blurted out. "I have no idea what you're talking about."

      Blowing out a frustrated breath, he eyeballed Sketch. "Think, Sketch. Come on, dude. Think."

      "Romi and I broke up two years ago."

      "Yes, and why did you and Romi break up?" Pres pushed.

      Sketch glared. "You know why."

      "Humor me."

      His gaze flicked to me for the briefest of moments, blazing with heat, before returning to Presley. "Because I had no other choice."

      "Yes. Good." Pres nodded eagerly. "And what else happened after you and Romi broke up? What happened that has never happened in the history of happenings?"

      "Chris…" Sketch began and then stopped short, shaking his head.

      "Say it," Presley coaxed. "Come on. Say the words."

      "Chris got with Romi," he muttered as he stared down at his plate.

      "Yes," Presley agreed. "Yes, he did. Now, why?"

      "Why?" Furious, Sketch swung his gaze back to glare at Pres. "You'd have to ask her that."

      "I'm asking you," Presley replied evenly. "Come on, Sketch. He was your brother. Your blood. Your other half. Why would he do that? He knew how much she meant to you. Why would he betray you?"

      "He wouldn’t," Sketch bit out, clearly agitated. "But he still did. Which is why I don’t –"

      "Shh!" Presley cut in. "Focus on your first answer. Chris wouldn’t. He loved you more than life, and he knew that you loved her more than life. Neither one of you would betray the person you loved unless…"

      "Unless we had no choice," Sketch filled in, eyes narrowing. "What. The. Actual. Fuck?"

      "Oh, keep listening, it gets better," Presley said. "Chris was seeing someone around the time ya'll broke up."

      "What?" I squeaked out, mouth hanging open.

      "Oh yeah." Pres drummed his fingers on the table while he spoke. "And it was pretty serious, too. A long-term deal. But one day, out of the blue, a couple of months after you guys broke up, Chris ends his relationship. No reason. No explanation. It was over." He snapped his fingers. "Just like that. The following day, he shows up to school holding hands with Romi."

      "What?" Sketch narrowed his eyes. "Chris wasn’t dating anyone."

      "Yes, Sketch," Presley replied. "He was."

      "No," I said, agreeing with Sketch. "He wasn't. I would've have known."

      "Exactly," Sketch added. "And so would I. He was my twin. No offense, Quinton, but I would know."

      "Oh really?" Presley countered hotly. "Well, no offense, but did you know that your brother was gay?"
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      Too stunned to take it all in, my first reaction when Presley dropped the bombshell was to laugh. Not at the fact that he was saying my brother was gay. Gay or straight, it didn’t matter a damn to me. No, I laughed because I was two seconds away from losing my fucking mind. If Pres was right, if he was telling the truth, then I…hell, I didn’t know what to think.

      "It was you, wasn't it?" Romi asked, eyes glued to Presley, who was tapping on the table like Happy fucking Gilmore. "Oh my god." Clearly putting the pieces together quicker than I could, she reached across the table and placed her hand on his. "You were in a relationship with Chris?"

      Presley dropped his gaze to his notebook, giving only the slightest nod in confirmation.

      "Pres." Swallowing deeply, she tucked her hair behind her ears and released a sigh. "I didn’t know."

      "I know." He gave her hand a small squeeze. "And it's okay, baby girl. I'm not mad."

      "Uh, well, I am," I declared, glaring at the two of them. "I'm mad," I continued, knees bopping restlessly. "In fact, I'm very fucking mad."

      "Sketch," Romi gasped, elbowing me in the ribs. "Don’t be a jerk."

      "Oh, please." I rolled my eyes. "I don’t care that Chris was in a relationship with Pres. I care that Chris was in a relationship with you."

      Her cheeks turned bright pink and she dropped her gaze to her hands.

      "He was gay?" I looked to Pres. "Chris was gay?"

      Presley nodded. "Yes, he was gay, Sketch, and no, I'm not joking around. I'm being one hundred percent real with you here."

      "Then why did he ask me out?" Romi blurted, looking dumbfounded. "Why did he lie to me?"

      "You tell me," Presley replied with a shrug. "Because I've been dying to know why I was tossed aside for a vagina."

      "Yeah, fuck this." Furious, I jerked to my feet. "Let me out, Ro," I instructed, needing to get out of this damn booth before I blew a fucking head gasket. "I need to not be near people right now."

      "No, you need to stay," she argued, catching my wrist. "Because we need to figure this out."

      "What's to figure out?" I demanded, allowing her to pull me back down. "I think it's pretty fucking clear we've all been played."

      "Yeah, but why?" she countered, keeping ahold of my hand. "Just calm down and breathe." Giving my fingers a reassuring squeeze, she turned back to Presley and said, "We're listening, Pres. Tell us what you're thinking."

      "Okay. Here's what I know." Clearing his throat, Presley quickly continued, blowing my fucking mind with his theories. "Chris was gay and I'm not talking bi, or curious. He was gay, okay?" He looked at me when he said, "For Chris, getting with Romi would feel the same as you getting with me. Think about that for a second."

      My brows furrowed. "Then why?"

      "That's the whole point," Presley growled in frustration. "Your brother was a freaking genius and that's not an exaggeration. Every decision Chris ever made was thoroughly thought through with detailed care and precise planning. He wasn’t rash and he didn’t rush into anything. He was a natural problem solver who looked at a situation from all angles before deciding the right path to take. Hell, when I first told him how I felt about him, he took three whole weeks to think over his damn feelings, which is why I know he wouldn’t rush into a relationship with anyone, much less someone he wasn't remotely attracted to – no offense, baby girl."

      "None taken," Romi replied, looking a little sick.

      "Did you sleep with him?" he asked then, turning his gaze on Romi. "Did he go that far with you?"

      "Ah, hell no," I growled, rising to my feet again, feeling my blood turn to lava in my veins. "Let me the hell out of this booth. I’m not fucking around here –"

      "Sketch, stop," Romi snapped, pulling on my arm. "Just sit down. You're making a scene."

      "I don’t give a damn," I bit out, chest heaving. "I'm not listening to this. Now let me out of this damn booth, Romi."

      "Oh my god, just stop!"

      "So I can listen to the gory details of what you and my brother got up to behind closed doors?" I glared at her. "No fucking thank you."

      "There are no gory details," she snapped, looking flushed. "He never laid a finger on me." Grabbing my shoulders, she pushed me back down. "Because I didn’t want him to," she continued, red-faced. "I wasn't ready and he didn’t push. So yeah, we kissed and snuggled, but that was it. Nothing else happened."

      "You kissed," I said, folding my arms across my chest, tone laced with disbelief. Telling Romi I still had feelings for her this morning had wounded my pride and made me look like a sucker, and this fine display of emotion wasn’t doing me any favors, but I had to protect myself. My heart couldn’t take another hit. Listening to tales of her time with my brother was my cut-off point. "A whole year of dating and all ya'll did was kiss and snuggle?" I shook my head. "Don’t bother lying to me. If ya'll need to discuss this, then do it when I'm not around."

      "I'm telling the truth," she declared passionately, daring me with her eyes to call her a liar. "And you can believe it or not, but it won't change the fact that the only penis I've ever touched is tucked in your pants."

      "Ah, hell," Presley muttered. "This couldn’t get any more awkward."

      "I'm a virgin," she twisted the knife by saying, keeping her whiskey-colored eyes glued to mine.

      "I was wrong," Pres groaned, dropping his head in his hands. "Shit just got more awkward."

      Stunned, I could do nothing but stare at her. I didn’t have a response to that. I could barely suck enough air into my lungs to breathe, let alone speak. My chest was heaving. My legs felt like jelly. The fuck was I supposed to say to that?

      "He wasn't cruel, Sketch," Pres offered, brown eyes glued to my face. "Chris wasn't reckless and he wasn't blind. He knew how much she meant to you. He also knew the real reason you broke up with her, therefore, you can be damn sure he had a good reason for doing what he did. Whatever was going down, whatever Chris was involved in, getting with Romi was his only choice. And maybe I'm clutching at straws when I say this, but don’t you think it's strange that all of your and Chris's problems revolved around Romi? The minute you guys broke up – something that was orchestrated by her father – everything went downhill. I'm dumped, you're devastated, she's in denial, and Chris is acting like an entirely different person. He starts digging around in her stepmother's business and suddenly there are men in black cars following him around. He's keeping secrets. Acting all jumpy and constantly on edge. Plus, he's not even getting his dick sucked – something I can assure you Chris enjoyed immensely and on frequent intervals. And after all that sacrifice, he dies while on a date with her? Why is it that Romi is at the center of every problem you guys have ever had –"

      "Hey, watch it," I warned, narrowing my eyes, acutely aware of the girl shaking beside me. "She's not the problem here."

      "I didn’t do anything," Romi choked out, eyes filling up with tears. "I didn’t hurt Chris." She sank back down on the seat and folded her arms around herself protectively. "I told you the truth." Head bent, she stared down at her lap. "It wasn't my fault."

      "He knows that," I told her, glaring across the table at him. "Don’t you, Pres?"

      "I'm not saying you did anything wrong, baby girl, and I'm not blaming you," Pres hurried to say, sounding guilty. "But there's something very wrong about this whole situation and I'm trying to figure it out." He pushed his hands through his curls, his frustration evident. "Why is it that Cal Dillon terrorized you into staying away from Romi, but had absolutely no problem with Chris dating her? Ya'll were twins. You shared the same damn womb for nine months," he argued, pushing his glasses up his nose. "So, what's it all about, Sketch? What's the problem here? Help me piece this puzzle together because I can't do it on my own. What am I missing?"
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      There was a long stretch of silence after Presley's questioning where both boys were locked in a stare down. Finally, Sketch broke the silence with a heavy sigh.

      "I don’t know," he said quietly, resting his elbows on the table. A vein ticked in his temple as he stared down at his hands in defeat. "I guess I'm hard to love."

      That quietly spoken confession cut me deep and I bled out for him, feeling every ounce of his confusion and pain. "You're not hard to love, Sketch," I croaked out, placing a hand on his bouncing knee. I knew I should feel mortified over my declaration, but I didn’t. It was the truth and I could deal with it later. Right now, he needed comfort and reassurance. "You're not."

      "Come on, Sketch," Presley groaned. "You've gotta give me more than that, dude. If Chris was right, and we're in trouble, I need to know everything. Even if you don’t think it's important, I need all of the information you guys can give me. It's the only way I have a chance of figuring this out."

      Sketch's nostrils flared, a telltale sign of his obvious discomfort, and he continued to stare at his hands before blowing out a harsh breath and leaning back in his seat. "I did something when I was little." His brows were furrowed, his expression pained. "It's probably why Cal didn’t want me near Romi."

      "What did you do?"

      "Does it really matter?"

      "At this stage, everything matters."

      "I, uh –" Shaking his head, he turned to look out the window before continuing, "I hurt Chris."

      Pres leaned closer. "Hurt him how?"

      "I don’t remember." Jaw ticking, Sketch swallowed several times before continuing. "I was really little at the time and I…" He shook his head and drummed his fingers against the table. "I guess I used to have these violent episodes."

      "Episodes?" I whispered, turning to look at him.

      He nodded stiffly, not meeting my eye. "And, uh, well, I started some sort of fire in our house with matches and the whole place burned to the ground." He shrugged. "Apparently, I did other stuff, too, but the fire was Mama's last straw. They got Chris out in time, but she separated us and had me sent for tests. Said I was too dangerous to be near him."

      "But you were only a baby," I whispered, horrified.

      "What kind of tests?" Pres asked, brows creased.

      "Like I said, I don’t remember," Sketch grumbled. "I don’t…" He blew out another breath and ran a hand through his hair. "I don’t have any memories of back then."

      "What do you mean?"

      "I mean I couldn’t tell you shit about what happened before my fourth birthday," Sketch bit out. "I took a lot of different medication for whatever the hell they thought was wrong with me, and there's nothing there." He tapped his temple. "It's blank."

      "Jesus Chris," Presley breathed.

      Sketch shrugged. "Anyways, Mama didn’t want me anywhere near my brother after the fire. Said I was evil. My dad convinced her to let me stay. After that, he moved our family to Pocketful," he explained, voice flat and empty. "Dad already had property there, but we'd been living at his home in New Orleans when the fire broke out. I guess he wanted somewhere quiet to raise us, somewhere I could be kept out of sight until they figured out what the hell was wrong with me. I always assumed that's why Cal has such a problem with me."

      Stunned, I placed a hand on his arm. "Why didn’t you tell me?"

      "I swear I didn’t keep it from you on purpose." His voice thick with emotion now. "I just…I didn’t want you to be afraid of me," he admitted, tone anxious, blue eyes full of remorse. "You were the first friend I ever had and I didn’t wanna scare you off –"

      "I am not afraid of you," I cut in fiercely. "And you couldn't have scared me off, so put those thoughts out of your head."

      Relief flickered in his eyes. "Really?"

      I opened my mouth to respond, but Presley got in there first.

      "I'm sorry, but did anyone else hear what I did?" he demanded, appalled. "You said that she let you stay? Like you were an unwanted family pet?" He shook his head. "This has to be the most disgusting form of child abuse I've ever heard."

      "I wasn't abused," Sketch growled, instantly on the defensive. "I've always been well taken care of, so don’t look at me like that."

      "You were neglected," Presley countered unapologetically. "Emotionally starved, and purposefully isolated from your family. That's child abuse, and I'm sorry if you don’t understand that, Holden, but that's what it is."

      "She was scared," Sketch snapped, bristling. "She thought she was doing what was right."

      "Are you for real?" Presley's mouth fell open. "You're actually defending her?"

      "She's my mother," Sketch ground out. "She gave me life. I'll defend her until my last breath."

      Presley gaped. "Why?"

      "Because that's what a son is supposed to do," Sketch hissed, hands balling into fists. "She did her best –"

      "For Chris," Presley muttered, disgusted. "Not for you."

      "Fuck you," Sketch snarled. "You don’t know what I put her through."

      "Supposedly," Pres hissed. "How do you know if it really went down like that? You said it yourself that you don’t remember. You have a four-year block in your brain, dude. Anything could have happened to you in that space of time. It's weird and hella suspicious."

      "What are you trying to say?"

      "Nothing in Pocketful is as it seems," Presley recited the words that haunted my dreams. "Think about it."

      "My dad wouldn't lie to me," Sketch strangled out, trembling. "He cares about me."

      "Not enough," Presley huffed.

      "That's enough," I warned, giving Pres a meaningful look. "Stop," I mouthed to him, feeling Sketch's entire frame vibrate with tension alongside me. "Just take it down a notch."

      "There's something very wrong with your families," Pres declared, leaning back in his seat.

      "Why are you looking at me when you say that?" Sketch growled, instantly on the defensive.

      "Because you are a complete victim in all of this," Pres replied without hesitation. "It makes me sad and I feel sorry for you."

      "Don’t," Sketch growled. "I don’t want your pity."

      "Too bad because you have it, and I'd hug you if I didn’t think you'd strangle me to –"

      "Touch me and you'll be joining my brother in his plot," Sketch warned, holding a finger up. "I mean it."

      "Broken baby lion cub," Pres said with a sad sigh.

      "Yeah, I'm done." Sketch jerked to his feet and this time I didn’t stop him when he climbed over me and stalked away. He'd reached his limit and I wasn't about to push him over the edge.

      "Do you have to goad him?" I asked, staring after his back as he shoved the door of the diner open and stalked outside.

      "What?" Presley huffed defensively. "You can't tell me that you don’t feel bad for the guy?"

      "Of course I do," I replied. "But you can't pull that crap with him. He's prideful. And private."

      "Yeah, well, the pride before the fall," Pres muttered, waving a hand around. "All I know is that his parents – the mom more than the dad – are real pieces of shit."

      "Agreed," I said with a sigh. "A-freaking-greed, Pres."

      "Actually, I'm not done, asshole," I heard Sketch growl as he stalked back inside, moving straight for us. "I'm not even close to being done because you don’t know a goddamn thing about my family –"

      The sound of a gunshot ricocheted through the air, causing the window we were sitting beside to explode, and thousands of shards of broken glass to rain down on us.
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      Everything happened in slow motion after that. The people in the restaurant started screaming and running for their lives, more gunshots blasting around us, but I couldn’t move a muscle.

      Trapped beneath an insufferable weight, I held my breath, paralyzed with fear, as images of the night behind that dumpster flashed through my mind...

      

      "…You can't be in Pocketful after your eighteenth birthday. They're coming for you... For both of you."

      

      "…You're gonna park your sweet little ass in your daddy's mansion and stay there…"

      

      "…Right now, I need you to keep on forgetting, but when it's time to remember, you'll find what you need in here..."

      

      "…You even think about running away, and I'll put a bullet in his brain..."

      

      "Snap out of it," Sketch's voice dragged me back to reality. "We need to move." Blinking rapidly, I registered the weight I was feeling was his body as he pinned me to the floor. "Look at me, Ro," he whispered, breathing hard and fast. Pushing my hair off my face, he gripped my jaw in his blood-smeared hand and forced me to look at him. "Good, now stay with me," he instructed. "I've got you."

      I nodded frantically, too terrified to say a word, as gunshots sounded close by.

      "Come on," he said, rolling off me. "We've gotta get out of here."

      Trembling, I ignored the shooting pain in my leg and, using my hands and one good knee, I dragged myself along after him.

      My stomach rolled when we passed the waitress from earlier, bleeding out on the floor, and a strangled sob tore from my chest.

      "It's okay." Catching ahold of the collar of my sweater, Sketch dragged me past the dying waitress, narrowly avoiding raining bullets and broken glass. "Just keep moving."

      "Pres," I strangled out, terrified.

      "I don’t know," Sketch grunted, pulling me behind the staff counter. "I didn’t see where he went."

      "But we can't leave him –"

      "No," he snapped, dragging me along like a ragdoll. "Forget him. I'm getting you out of here." Shouldering the door of the kitchen open, he pushed me through before scrambling inside. "Come on, Ro, move," he hissed, pulling me to my feet. Hand wrapped around mine, he dragged me through the huge, industrial-sized kitchen, hunting down an exit I wasn’t sure existed. "We've gotta get the fuck out of here. They’re still shooting outside."

      "How?" I cried, hobbling after him. "There's nowhere to go!"

      "There has to be an emergency exit around –"

      "Pretty little princess?" a male voice boomed from just inside the restaurant.

      "Oh god," I strangled out, immediately recognizing the voice. "Sketch, that's Catochi."

      Sketch's eyes widened. "What?"

      "Catochi," I choked out. "Catochi."

      "Fuck!" Grabbing a knife off the stainless-steel countertop, he looked around frantically, eyes landing on something in the corner of the room. "Come on, come on," he hissed, pulling me towards the walk-in freezer. "In here."

      Yanking the door open, a gust of arctic air blew out before he pushed us both inside and closed the door behind us.

      Weaving between crates of raw meat, Sketch shoved me into the corner of the freezer. The light above us was clearly set on timer to switch on when the door of the freezer was opened because it suddenly faded out, cloaking us in darkness.

      "Sketch!"

      "It's okay." His hand found mine. "I'm right here."

      Muffled voices came from just outside the freezer. "Where is she?"

      Tears filled my eyes as my body shook from the glacial cold. "Oh god, we're gonna –"

      "Shh," Sketch whispered, body rigid and welded to mine. His breath fanned the top of my head and I felt him tense and tremble against me. "No, we're not."

      "We know you're in here somewhere, princess."

      With my heart hammering along to the same erratic rhythm as his, I pressed my face into his chest and tried to steady my breathing – and stifle the sob rising up in my throat.

      Sketch cupped the back of my neck, drawing me as close as two human bodies could get, aligned and flushed together. "Shh." His arm moved from my neck to tighten around my back. "Just breathe."

      I could hear them mere feet away from where we were hiding and the knowledge that we were this close to danger caused a layer of goosepimples to prickle my skin.

      A loud bang from just outside the freezer startled me, but it was the sound of another gunshot piercing the air that caused me to almost jump clean out of my skin.

      Terrified, my body started to jerk uncontrollably and I couldn’t stop myself from knotting my fingers in the waistband of his sweats, tugging his big body closer to mine.

      "Come out, come out wherever you are –"

      "Shit," Sketch hissed, hooking an arm around me and shoving us behind a stack of meat crates just as the freezer door was yanked open and were bathed in light.

      Crouched behind the crates, Sketch pulled me flush against him. I could feel his heart thundering violently against my ear. Keeping one hand clamped over my mouth, he gripped the knife with the other, ready to strike.

      Wide eyed and petrified, and with my head twisted at a painful angle, I kept my eyes glued to Sketch's face. His breath was coming out in visible puffs of air; the only sign that he was affected by the frigid temperature of the freezer. Meanwhile, my body racked with tremors.

      "Well hell," someone mused. "I really thought she'd be in here. Saw the skinny one get out, but she wasn't with him."

      My body went weak, sagging against Sketch's, while the men that had taken his brother's life stood mere feet from us.

      "Did you see the kid?" the voice I knew belonged to Catochi asked. "The way he moved? His reflexes? Remind you of anyone?"

      "Yeah," the first one replied. "Impressive."

      "Kid's quicker than his brother was," a third one laughed. "Although, that wouldn't be hard."

      I could feel the tremor roll through Sketch's body and I prayed to God to give him the self-control he needed to not coil and strike. Reaching up, I covered the hand he had on my mouth with mine, desperate to ground him and keep him with me. Don’t be reckless, I mentally begged him with my eyes, knowing this must be torture for him, just stay with me.

      "Think she told 'em?"

      "Nah," the one with the cruel voice sneered. "Girl's a fucking headcase. She was rocking in a padded cell last week. Besides, if she remembered anything, don’t you think she would have blabbed by now?"

      "Then what the fuck are we doing here?" a fourth one asked.

      "Following orders, pup." That was Catochi. "Sending a message."

      "This was a waste of our goddamn time."

      "Damn, that kid's got good instincts, though," Catochi mused.

      "He'd have to, poor bastard, to survive up until now," the first one said, and all four of them chuckled.

      Moments later, the light above us flickered out, bathing us in a semi-state of darkness, sans the open door.

      "What a fucking mess."

      "Let's clear out before the filth make an appearance."

      "What about the girl?"

      "We were sent to scare her, not kill her. She looked scared to me. If she has a braincell left in that defected brain of hers, she'll go back to where she belongs."

      "And the kid?"

      "He'll follow her. He's a teenage boy – a territorial little shit, by the look of it. He'll chase that snatch around like a dog chases a bitch in heat."

      More laughter filled the air as their footsteps slowly retreated. Seconds later, the door slammed shut. We were alone.

      Still frozen on the floor, both literally and figuratively, I ripped Sketch's hand away from my mouth and dragged air into my lungs. My body was shaking so violently that I was making his body vibrate. "God…" Gasping for air, I twisted around and threw my arms around his neck.

      "Fuck." Tossing the knife on the floor, his arms came around me, hugging me to his chest. "Are you okay?" He squeezed me so tightly that I could hardly breathe and it wasn’t enough. "Fuck, baby." I couldn’t seem to get close enough. "Jesus Christ."

      "Yes, yes, I'm fine. Are you okay?" I cried back, grasping and pulling at him, desperate to convince myself that he was still here. "God, Sketch, I thought I was gonna lose you…" Burying my face in his neck, I kissed his skin over and over, so grateful that he was here with me. Adrenalin was still pumping through my veins, making me feel dizzy and frantic. "I can't lose you." Injured knee be damned, I scrambled onto his lap and clung to his hard chest like a baby monkey. "Not ever."

      "I'm here," Sketch said, his breathing as hard and uneven as mine. "Jesus Christ, I thought I was gonna lose you." A shiver racked through his body. "Scariest fucking moment of my life."

      "They're the four men," I sobbed, clutching him with a death grip, "that killed Chris."

      "Yeah, I know. I heard them," he strangled out, breathing hard. "Fuck, I'm so fucking sorry for doubting you, Ro." Smoothing my hair back, he tugged my face out of the curve of his neck and cradled my face between his big hands. "So fucking sorry, baby." His cold nose found mine in the darkness, stroking and nuzzling, his breath fanning my lips. "I swear, I will never doubt you again –"

      I crushed my lips to his, pulse racing, mind reeling, heart starving. This time, Sketch didn’t hesitate to kiss me back. Unlike the bathroom, he didn’t hold back. He didn’t deny me his affection. Instead, his lips devoured mine, his kiss drugging and consuming, as he slid his tongue into my mouth to dance with mine.

      It wasn't a sweet kiss, or a slow burning one. No, it was a kiss full of teeth and tongue, a kiss full of desperation and gratitude. To be alive. To not be splattered on the diner floor. To be together.

      "Thank fucking god!" The overhead light in the freezer came on and I tore my lips away from Sketch's in a rush. "I thought you were dead!" Presley bellowed from the doorway, looking all cut up and frazzled. "As in, deceased, departed, gone from this world, no longer in existence, extinct, but noooo…" He waved a hand around like a deranged lunatic. "You two are fornicating in a freezer full of raw meat– which, FYI, is totally unhygienic considering you're both bleeding!" He shook his head, causing tiny shards of glass to spill from his curls. "I'm fine, by the way. Thanks for asking. I only got almost fucking shot by a mob of madmen!"

      "Glad you're alive, Pres," Sketch replied, his eyes and hands still roaming over me, like he was checking to make sure I was still here.

      "Sure you are, Judas," Presley huffed. "No thirty pieces of silver needed for your loyalty, huh? Just a golden pussy. Good to know where your priorities lie."

      "Do you wanna stand here and bitch at me, Pres, or do you wanna get the hell out of dodge?" Sketch demanded, squeezing my thighs in a gesture for me to move.

      Presley's brows shot up. "Leave the scene of a crime?"

      "Or wait around for the cops to show up, identify us, and take her back to Tully House?" Sketch replied hotly. "I know what I'm choosing, Pres, do you?"

      I didn’t want to move an inch from Sketch, I never wanted to let him out of my sight again, but I reluctantly climbed off his lap, not wanting to face the police that little bit more. "I'm not going back there," I croaked out, taking Sketch's outstretched hand and letting him help me to my feet. "No way."

      "Dammit, Sketch, you're right," Presley groaned, digging his fingers into his temples. "It's such a rare occasion that I'm sporting a migraine."
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      Crossing the state line between Texas and New Mexico, I drove for most of the afternoon before finding another motel to check into a couple of hours south of the city of Santa Fe. This room had two beds – Presley was insistent that we all stay close and I couldn’t agree more. After the day's events, I had no plans on letting either one of them out of my sight.

      Even though I knew he was only half serious with the Judas digs, I felt guilty as hell for leaving him to fend for himself back at the diner. My only explanation for my knee-jerk reaction to protect Romi at all costs was exactly that; my knee-jerk reaction. I couldn’t help it and I was fairly certain that if I was put in a similar situation, I would do it all over again.

      My world felt altered. All of the revelations that had come to light in such a short span of time, the near-death experience, and Romi’s mouth having been on mine no less than twice today, had fractured my thoughts and left me completely reeling.

      He didn’t touch her.

      She didn’t sleep with Chris.

      They were hunting her.

      They wanted to scare her.

      What the actual fuck was happening?

      Jesus Christ, my emotions were in tatters. I was feeling too damn much, absorbing too much of her pain and fear, just like I always had. It wasn't good for me, but whenever I was near her, my brain checked out and my heart took over.

      "I still say that if we can make it to Colorado without being blasted to smithereens, it's worth our while taking a trip to Boulder to see my cousin's half-brother," Presley declared, flopping down on the double bed in the middle of the room. "It's a long shot– no pun intended – but he might be able to help us."

      I rolled my eyes and tossed our bags on the twin bed in the opposite corner. "Pres, if you say one more word about your mysterious, resurrected hitman cousin, I'm going to lose my shit." For three damn hours, this was all I'd listened to. "We are not getting mixed up with a crime lord." I curled my lip in disgust. "And especially not one that goes by the name Lucky."

      Ripping off my t-shirt, I stalked into the adjoining bathroom and inspected the damage from earlier. I had a few cuts and scrapes on my arms and upper body from the broken glass we crawled through, but any bleeding had long since stopped and none of the cuts were deep enough to require stitches.

      Rummaging around in the cabinet under the sink, I withdrew a small first-aid box and flicked it open. Grabbing a pair of tweezers from the box, I plucked several tiny shards of glass from my shoulder before tossing the glass down the drain. Hands trembling, I gripped the sink and stared at the dry blood caked to my chest.

      Fuck, that was close.

      Without warning, imaginary visuals of my brother's last moments flooded my mind and I flinched. Those men. The guns. The smell of blood and gunfire. The fear of death. Jesus, he must have been so scared.

      Nostrils flaring, I bowed my head and tried to gain the composure I needed to not lose my shit right now. "I'm so sorry, brother," I whispered, words barely audible, as I visualized everything Romi had told us about the night in the alleyway. "I wish you would've come to me." Feeling helpless, I shook my head and continued cleaning up, forcing all thoughts of Chris to the back of my mind before I drowned in my grief.

      "He's not a crime lord," Presley said when I returned to the bedroom. "He's a semi-retired assassin." Squeezing a chunk of glass from his arm, he tossed it on the nightstand before reaching for the little first-aid pack I had tossed him. "And he's not my cousin. His half-sister Hayden is. Big difference."

      "She's the stripper, right?" Romi asked, leaning against the door, arms covered in scratches.

      "Hayden? Yeah." He shrugged unapologetically. "Mom's side of the family is a little ghetto."

      "Can you hear yourself right now?" I gaped at him. "Did you smoke, snort, or shoot something back in that convenience store in Albuquerque? Because you sound like a fucking loon."

      "In case it slipped your attention, the monsters are real, Holden," Presley growled, cracking open a soda from one of the bags. "The world we're presently drowning in is full of degenerates and criminals." He took a swig before continuing, "Now, you might be okay with being shot at, but I prefer to fight fire with fire. Lucky Casarazzi is our best bet."

      "Maybe he has a point," Romi offered, climbing onto the bed next to Pres and reaching for the first-aid pack. Pulling out a band-aid, she carefully covered a nasty looking graze on her elbow. "We need help, Sketch," she added, looking across the room at me. "It can't hurt."

      "Except that we don’t know this man, Ro," I bit out, beyond flustered. "How do we know he's not one of the bad guys? He could be a complete psychopath."

      "Oh, I have no doubt he is," Presley agreed. "But maybe we need a psychopath on our side."

      "And he is Presley's cousin," Romi offered with a shrug. "Uh, well, sort of."

      "Cousin's half-brother," Pres interjected.

      "Yes." Nodding eagerly, Romi smiled. "Practically family."

      "And he's beautiful," Pres told her, giving her this meaningful look. "We're talking Charlie Hunnam kind of hot."

      "Whoa," Romi breathed, eyes wide as saucers. "For real?"

      "Oh yeah," he drawled, waggling his brows.

      "Sorry to interrupt your little gossip session, but I can't be the only person to think this is fucking madness," I growled, throwing my hands up in frustration. "This is a very bad, very dangerous idea."

      "Got any better ideas?" Presley countered, leveling me with a look that said he knew I didn’t. "So, we're in agreement?" he continued. "If we make it to Colorado, we look him up?"

      "No, but I'm clearly outnumbered," I said in resignation. "But just remember that I was the voice of reason when it all goes to hell in a handbasket."

      "News flash, Sketch, we're already in hell," Pres replied, dumping the contents of his bookbag on the bed. "And without Chris's journal, we're sitting ducks." His brown eyes flicked to Romi and I could see the wheels in his head moving and plotting, trying to figure out how to extract more information, more damn secrets, without spooking her into a panic attack.

      "I think we should get a gun," Romi blurted, causing Presley's mouth to fall open. "We need to be able to protect ourselves if Catochi and his men find us," she explained, cheeks reddening. "We can't do that unarmed."

      "True, but I wouldn’t know what to do with a gun," Presley said, looking appalled. "My family is very anti-guns."

      "Well, Sketch knows how to shoot," she replied, and both pairs of eyes flicked to me. "He and Chris spent years going to the shooting range with their dad, right?"

      I shifted in discomfort. "Yeah, but that was just target practice."

      "Ya'll used to go on hunting trips, too, right?" she added. "You're good." She turned to Presley and said, "He's more than good. I remember overhearing our fathers talking about how Sketch could hit a moving target from a hundred yards out, without breaking a sweat."

      "I wasn't hunting people, Ro," I muttered, rubbing my jaw. "It's a lot different."

      "Is it?" she pressed, turning her attention back to me.

      "I’m not shooting anyone," I warned, bristling at the thought.

      "That's okay. I'm not asking you to," Romi replied. "I'll do it myself."

      "You." I cocked a disbelieving brow. "The same girl who can't shoot a straight line with a water pistol?"

      "Those men are hunting us, Sketch," she choked out, trembling now. "Treating us like animals. Like fricking prey! Why shouldn't we return the favor? Why shouldn’t we protect ourselves?"

      "Because when you aim a gun, you better be damned ready to pull the trigger," I told her, frowning. "And we're not killers."

      "You didn’t see what they did to your brother," she whispered, shuddering. "If you had, you wouldn't be so quick to say that."

      "Question –" Presley held a hand up. "Where do you propose we find a gun?"

      "Hell if I know," Romi replied, keeping her eyes on me. "But we need one."

      "And you're prepared to shoot to kill?" I folded my arms across my chest. "You're willing to do that? If it comes down to it, you're willing to take a life?"

      Her eyes blazed with fire when she said, "I'm willing to do whatever it takes to keep you safe!"

      My heart thudded violently in my chest; beyond affected by her passionate declaration. "Ro –"

      "Us," she amended, cheeks flushed. "To keep all of us safe."

      "Alright, enough of the heavy," Pres interjected, holding his hands up. "We evaded death today, guys – against less than minimal odds. This is a victory. We should be celebrating." Climbing to his feet, he stretched his arms over his head and said, "I say we forget about our impending demise for the night and do what anyone our age alone in a motel without parental guidance would do."

      "And what's that, Pres?" Romi asked with a sigh.

      "Get stereotypically shit-faced, of course." Grinning, he looked to me and asked, "You down for some teenage debauchery, buddy?"

      "Oh, like you wouldn’t fucking believe."
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      Presley's charms didn’t win the lady at the liquor store over, but my fake ID did. Several hours and countless beers later, and he was still bitching about it.

      "It's complete bullshit," he slurred. Bopping around the motel room with Meatloaf and Cher's Dead Ringer for Love blasting from his phone, he continued to rant, while necking Jack straight from the bottle. "Girls. They don’t get me, but that's okay. I can deal. Girls are attracted to –" he paused to point his bottle at me. "Well, there's no prize for taste."

      "What are you talking about?" I snickered from my perch on the floor. "Are you still sore over not getting served?"

      "Yep." Cackling into her beer bottle, Romi rolled onto her stomach and narrowly avoided falling off the bed in the process. "He's like a broken record."

      I snorted. "Dude, build a bridge and get over it."

      "Whatever," Pres sniffed, taking another swig and then hissing loudly. "It's all good." Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he nodded solemnly. "I have it on good authority that brains are sexy. Women love brains. Give it a couple of years and it'll be all me, dude. I'll be the Don. You wait and see. I'll be the irresistible one." He winked. "Beauty is temporary, but ugly is forever, pea-brain. Think about that."

      "Again, what the fuck, and I can't stress the word fuck enough, are you talking about?" I asked, slurring my own words now. "Pres, you're gay. What do you care what women want?"

      "Because I –" Frowning, he held a finger up and considered this. "Hell, you've got me there." Tossing back another mouthful of whiskey, he gave me an award-winning side-eye before muttering, "Photoshopped fucker."

      "You're a mean drunk," Romi laughed, pointing at Presley. "Meow," she snickered, scratching at the air around her with her hand. "So catty."

      "You two are pathetic," I chuckled, shaking my head. "Fucking lightweights."

      "Oh, you think so?" Pres slurred, barreling towards me. "Let's see how lightweight I am. Get your ass up, pretty boy."

      I arched a brow. "Yeah, I'm good where I am, thanks."

      "Come on, dude. Get up," he insisted, pulling on my arm. "I wanna play a game."

      "Oh, a game!" Romi squealed, clapping her hands and forgetting about the beer bottle she was supposed to be holding. It clattered to the carpet and foamy beer sprayed out of the rim. "Whoops," she blurted, frowning down at the bottle before yelping out another squeal. "We can use this."

      "You're a genius, baby girl," Presley declared. "Truth or bottle."

      "Yay," Romi agreed, tossing back the remains of the beer before pulling herself into a sitting position on the bed. "Spin the dare!"

      "You're both fucked off your heads," I noted, reluctantly climbing to my feet so Presley would stop digging his damn nails into my arm. "It's truth or dare or spin the bottle, and I'm not playing either one with your drunk asses."

      "Like hell you're not," Presley snorted, pushing me towards the bed. "And you're drunk, too." I was, but I could handle myself a helluva lot better than these two. "It's happening," he continued. "We're playing."

      "Please, Sketch?" Romi begged, patting a spot on the mattress next to her. "Play with me."

      Aw shit.
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      Several hours later, and all of three of us were sprawled out on the bed, all still spinning a damn beer bottle around, and all beyond intoxicated.

      In fact, I was so drunk that I was beginning to think that I could drink myself sober. My knee wasn't aching anymore. Nothing hurt. This was the least anxious I'd felt in over ten months, and I was reveling in my buzz, thrilled to put my fears on the backburner for the night.

      Throughout the game of truth or dare, I'd learned more truths about the boys sitting on either side of me than I could hope to remember.

      Sketch caught his nanny banging his dad.

      Pres caught Victoria banging Chris.

      Sketch was the one responsible for the fire in the science lab in junior year.

      Pres lost his virginity when he was fifteen – in my damn treehouse.

      It was Presley's turn to spin and when the bottle landed on Sketch, he foolishly selected dare which was a mistake considering he wasn’t having much luck tonight, having lost both his shirt and pants in dares.

      "I dare you to kiss me," Presley slurred, grinning deviously at him.

      "You want me to kiss you?" Sketch chuckled, arching a dark brow.

      "With tongue," Pres taunted, waggling his brows.

      Sitting cross-legged in his boxers, Sketch balanced the last of the whiskey between his hands and smirked. "And you think I won't?"

      "I know you won't," Pres taunted. "I know what you macho, football dicks are like –"

      His words broke off when Sketch leaned over and planted a hard kiss to his lips. Flushed, I gaped as they kissed for a solid ten seconds, tongue and everything. A swell of annoyance built up inside of me and I had to sit on my hands to stop myself from ripping them apart. This was the first time I'd ever seen Sketch kiss anyone else and I didn’t like it one damn bit. I knew I had no right to feel jealous, it was a ridiculous emotion to feel considering Sketch was straight, but I felt the burn anyway and it wasn’t fun.

      When Sketch broke the kiss and pulled away laughing, Presley grabbed a pillow and placed it on his lap to hide the obvious bulge in his jeans. "Jesus Christ," he breathed, pushing his glasses up his nose. "I'm ruined."

      "I never back down from a dare, Pres. You should know that by now." Chuckling, Sketch took a swig of whiskey and winked. "Don't be falling in love with me now, ya hear?"

      "Fuck, I think it's too late for that," Pres breathed, looking flushed. "Holy hell, dude. You're an amazing kisser."

      "You can thank her for that," Sketch slurred, flopping onto his back, while pointing his whiskey at me. "Taught me everything I know."

      "Thank you, Romi Dillon." Presley's bleary eyes flicked to me and I flushed with heat. "Damn, baby girl, no wonder you called dibs on him when we were kids. His lips are like pillows."

      "Shut the hell up about his lips," I snapped and then slapped a hand over my mouth.

      "Well, well, well," Pres mused, brows raised. "Who's the catty one now?"

      Drunk and embarrassed, I ripped the bottle of Jack from Sketch's hand and slugged a mouthful, dutifully ignoring the two pairs of eyes on my face. "Are we playing or what?" I huffed, resting my chin on the rim of the bottle. "Spin the damn bottle."

      "My turn," Pres announced, spinning the beer bottle that was resting on top of one of his hardback notebooks.

      "It's not your turn –" I began to protest, but he quickly hushed me by slapping a hand over my mouth.

      "Baby girl," he said when the bottle landed on me. "I dare you to make out with Sketch."

      "Wh-what?" My poor heart started to pound so hard it almost burst clean out of my chest. I glanced nervously to Sketch who was still lazing in a drunken stupor on the flat of his back before turning back to Pres. "I, uh, don’t know."

      "You don’t know?" Pres arched a brow. "You sure about that?"

      No. I wasn’t sure about anything now. Of course I wanted to make out with Sketch, but I didn’t know if he wanted to make out with me. Ugh, I felt like I was eleven years old again and being dared to kiss him in our treehouse. And yeah, he kissed me back earlier, but that was after a near-death experience. That was his adrenalin. "He, uh, said I wasn't supposed to kiss him again," I whispered, fingers digging into the sheets beneath me. "I'm, uh, I don’t think we should play anymore –"

      "Ugh, whatever, you big baby," Presley cut in, turning his attention to Sketch. "I dare you to show Romi how you really feel."

      Sketch winked. "It's not my turn."

      "I think we should wrap it up," I added quietly. "I'm getting tired."

      "Fine. Fuck you both. Damn game sucks balls anyway. I'm going to bed," Pres grumbled before unceremoniously falling off the bed. Landing on the floor in a heap, he croaked out, "Gimme a damn pillow."

      Snickering, Sketch tossed him a pillow before flopping back down and folding his arms behind his head. Sprawled sideways on the mattress with his long legs hanging off the side, he yawned loudly and closed his eyes.

      Unable to stop myself, I let my eyes drink him in because, let's face it, the boy was glorious to look at. From my cross-legged perch in the middle of the bed, my bare knee was touching his hairy thigh and every time he breathed, it caused the most wonderful friction against my skin.

      A few minutes passed by and the sound of a wounded animal dying – aka; Presley snoring – filled the silence.

      "I'll move, I swear. I just need a minute," Sketch said out of nowhere, startling me.

      "I thought you were asleep," I replied, feeling my heartrate pick up at a rapid rate. "And it's okay. You don’t have to move."

      A smile pulled at his full lips, but he kept his eyes closed. "I had fun tonight."

      "Yeah?"

      He nodded slowly. "Ain't smiled in forever."

      "I know the feeling," I whispered, plucking at a thread on the t-shirt – his t-shirt - I was wearing. "It felt good to just kick back, huh?"

      "Nah." He shook his head, still smiling. "Felt good to be near you."

      His words caused my heart to spazz out of control. "Sketch..."

      "Truth or dare, Ro?"

      "What?"

      "Truth or dare?"

      "Truth," I replied, barely breathing now.

      His smile deepened, letting me know that I'd picked the one he wanted me to. "Why'd you get mad earlier?"

      "When?"

      "You know when."

      My breath hitched in my throat but I forced the words out, "Because I was jealous."

      His brows furrowed. "Why?"

      "That's another question," I replied quietly. "You only get one."

      "That's true," he agreed, eyes still closed.

      "Tell me a truth," I whispered then, clasping my hands together to stop them from trembling."

      Sighing heavily, he placed his hands on his chest and remained quiet for a long beat before saying, "Presley said that you think I fucked Blaire Hale."

      Well, I wasn’t expecting him to say that. Heat crept up my neck. "Presley has a big mouth," I mumbled, casting a dirty look to his comatose side-kick, snoring on the floor.

      "He does," Sketch agreed, leaning against the opposite wall. "And I didn’t."

      "Didn’t what?"

      "Fuck her."

      My brows shot up, my poor heart leaping around in my chest. "But everyone at school said…" I let my words trail off, too embarrassed and, if I was being honest, relieved to say another word.

      "Everyone at school has a big imagination," he replied, brows pinched together. "They were just rumors, Romi. It's bullshit. She's my rally girl – decorates my lockers and brings me cookies before a game –" he paused to hiccup before finishing, "That's all."

      Yes! I hated myself for the tsunami of unadulterated joy that filled my chest, but Jesus Christ, yes! He didn’t screw the queen bee. Since the start of senior year, Blaire had taken my spot on the cheer team and with my friends; taking pleasure from my suffering. She, along with some of my former friends, Lola and Shauna to be exact, had consistently tormented me and I knew she was the one responsible for the graffiti on my locker.

      "Why are you telling me this?"

      "Because I don’t spread my feelings around," he replied, eyes blinking open and locking on mine.

      "Meaning?"

      "Meaning exactly that."

      "Well, I'm glad," I heard myself say, cheeks so hot you could fry eggs on them. "You deserve better than someone like her." I itched to ask him about the long list of other girls he'd been linked to in the school gossip mill, but I didn’t want to disrupt the peaceful status quo. "She's a bitch."

      "I'm the bitch," he argued, pulling himself up on one elbow. "I could've stopped it. Could've stopped them all. I didn’t." Shaking his head, he pulled himself the rest of the way up and then stood. "And I ain't never gonna forgive myself for it."

      "Where are you going?" I whispered, eyes locked on his back as he clumsily stepped over Presley's sleeping frame. "Sketch?"

      "Night, Ro," was all he said, moving for the bathroom.

      "Truth or dare?" I blurted out, losing my freaking mind as the thought of him leaving filled me with dread.

      He paused in the bathroom doorway and turned back to look at me. "It's not your turn."

      "I don’t care." Scrambling off the bed, I fell over Pres in my rush to get to him. "Truth or dare, Sketch?" I asked, breathless, when I reached him. Reaching around him, I pushed the door inwards and stepped closer, forcing him to back into the bathroom. When we were both inside, I slammed the door shut and kept walking him backwards until his back was to the wall. "Pick dare," I whispered, resting my hands on his hard stomach.

      His nostrils flared as he stared down at me, eyes blazing with heat. "Dare."

      "I dare you to make it up to me."

      His brows furrowed in confusion. "Romi, I –"

      I dragged his face down to mine and kissed him hard before pulling back. "Make it up to me," I breathed, turning our bodies until I was the one pinned to the wall. "Make it right, Sketch."

      "We're drunk," he slurred, eyeing me with wary excitement.

      "We are," I agreed, hands moving up to rest on his shoulders. "And you owe me a dare." Losing all control over my hormones, I shoved on his shoulders, pushing him to the ground while my heart hammered violently in my chest. "You said you never back down from a dare," I whispered, eyes locked on his as he slowly sank to his knees in front of me. "I dare you to eat me."

      "Fuck," he groaned, fingers digging into the fleshy part of my thighs before moving up to squeeze my ass. Burying his face in my crotch, he dragged in a deep breath before pressing a kiss to my panties. "Fuck, Ro, you wreck me."

      Shaking his head softly, he pushed my t-shirt up and trailed his fingers over the hem of my cotton panties, fingertips teasing my skin with a featherlight touch before hooking into the waistband.

      Never once taking his eyes off mine, he slowly peeled them down my legs before lifting each foot to free me. His gaze flicked to my injured knee and he leaned in, pressing a soft kiss to the scarred skin, before taking my leg and hooking it over his shoulder.

      "Tell me you're sorry," I moaned, eyelids fluttering when I felt his nose graze my bare flesh. "For kissing him and making me ache."

      "I'm sorry," he whispered, lips burning a trail from my inner thigh to my slit. "For kissing him and making you ache." And then he was right there, spreading me open with his fingers and spearing me with his tongue.

      "Sketch…" Cradling his head in my hands, I arched my hips, desperate to ease the throbbing ache building inside my core, as he pushed me closer with his lips and tongue. "God, I missed your mouth," I moaned, hips bucking wildly against his face. "Don’t stop."

      A deep growl of approval tore from his chest as he lapped and suckled me. His teeth clamped softly onto my clit, dragging the tiny bundle of nerves into his mouth with a sharp tug before flattening his tongue over it, both soothing the sting and making me pulse harder.

      When he slid a finger inside me, I clutched his hair and cried out, hips rocking into his face. I could hardly stand the pressure he was building in me. I was close. I could feel it in the way my body jolted violently. Every time he touched that tiny bundle of nerves or crooked his finger inside me, I drifted closer to the edge, reveling in the fucking fantastic way he ate pussy. A white-hot current ignited deep inside of me, growing hotter, burning brighter, luring me closer…

      "Now, tell me you're sorry," Sketch growled, face buried between my legs. "For kissing him and making me ache."

      "I'm sorry," I cried out, my flesh ignited in a blast of burning heat as he tugged on my clit again.

      "For?" He slid a second finger inside me and crooked it upwards.

      "For kissing him and making you ache," I strangled out, body shaking and jerking violently as I came hard on his face.
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      Sketch continued to finger me and suckle at me until my body stopped shaking. Only then did he pull back, lift my leg off his shoulder, and whisper, "Did I make you feel better?"

      "Yes." Breathing hard, I nodded frantically, cheeks flushed, eyes glued to his. "A lot."

      He wiped his chin with his thumb and climbed to his feet. "Good." He leaned down and stroked my nose with his before pressing a soft peck to my lips. "I'm glad."

      He moved to pull back, but I refused to let him leave me. The moment our lips connected, my entire body ignited in a blast of white-hot heat. I was on fire for this boy, just the same as I'd always been. Hooking both arms around his neck, I kept our lips fused together, tasting myself on his tongue when it dueled with mine.

      His arms came around me, pulling me closer and our lips crashed and collided hungrily, desperately seeking more from one another. It had been a long two years since I'd felt the severity of our connection, but I was feeling it now as my brain switched off and my body took over.

      I could feel his erection digging into my belly and the sensation caused heat to wash through me. I knew exactly what he was sporting beneath those boxers and the thought made my legs tremble. Breaking our kiss, I slipped under his arm and turned our bodies so that he was the one with his back pressed to the wall again.

      Drunk off both alcohol and Sketch Capaldi, I shoved at his chest, pinning him to door before pressing a trail of kisses down his stomach.

      Finding a bravery inside of myself that I didn’t know I possessed, I lowered onto my knees and looked up at him through hooded eyes. Body trembling, I ignored the pain in my knee and leaned forward, hooking my fingers into the waistband of his boxers.

      "What are you doing?" Sketch whispered, biting down on his swollen bottom lip as his chest rose and fell quickly.

      "What do you think I'm doing?" I whispered back, dragging the fabric down his narrow hips just enough to free him, attention riveted to his long, thick shaft. "Ro, you don't have to do –"

      "Shh." Trembling, I traced one fingertip down his length. He was pulsing; thickening and straining with every stroke of my fingertip.

      "Fuck." His eyelids fluttered closed before snapping back open, eyes locked on mine. His hungry gaze was so intense, so heated, that it urged me on, pushed me forward, encouraged me to be bold.

      Leaning in, I swiped my tongue across the thick head of his cock, never once taking my eyes off his.

      "Fuck." He shifted, hips thrusting instinctively, as he released a strangled growl. "Fuck!" A pained hiss escaped and his teeth clamped down on his bottom lip as his hips arched towards me.

      His eyes, now narrowed slits, were locked on my hands as he breathed hard. His knuckles had turned white from the force he was using to ball his hands into fists at his sides.

      Proud of myself for drawing such an immediate reaction from him, I took him deeper into my mouth and sucked before slowly withdrawing to tease the head with my tongue and teeth.

      Sketch groaned and it was a deep, guttural sound that I felt in deep in my belly. He opened his eyes again, searing me with dark, dilated pupils filled with lust and longing.

      Sucking him in deep, I was surprised to find I didn’t gag when his cock hit the back of my throat. One of his hands found my hair, fingers knotting in my disheveled ponytail, while he cupped and clumsily stroked my cheek with his free hand, while gently rocking into my mouth.

      Feeling daring, I reached up and cupped his balls, rolling them gently between my fingers and then immediately swallowing down the sudden jolt of pre-cum that filled my mouth.

      "Jesus," he groaned, thrusting himself into my mouth then pulling back with a pained growl. "I'm gonna…fuck! Wait, Ro, I'm gonna –"

      "Shh," I ordered, lapping and sucking at him. I sucked my lips in, pulling tighter on his shaft, sucking harder. "Stop overthinking this." Trailing my tongue up his length, I whispered, "Just fuck my mouth," before taking him to the back of my throat.

      Growling, he roughly fisted my hair, adjusting my face to an angle that suited him.

      And then he did exactly what I told him to.

      He fucked my mouth.

      He was wild and reckless, pumping into my mouth with fast, hard thrusts, whispering all kinds of promises as he moved, telling me he loved me, I was fucking beautiful, he was sorry – for what, I wasn’t sure and I didn’t care.

      He pumped into my mouth with countless, frenzied, hard thrusts before abruptly stilling, face contorted in what looked like pained-pleasure. Holding my face perfectly still, he released himself into me, thrusting gently as he emptied himself down my throat.

      I swallowed it all.

      Every drop of him.

      I took everything he gave me.

      When he was finished, he slowly pulled out of my mouth and sagged forward, hands still tangled in my hair. His breathing was ragged, matching mine, as he continued to stare down at me on my knees at his feet. "I feel better, too," he finally said, thumb trailing over my cheek. "A lot."

      "Sketch, I want you." Shivering, I covered his hand with mine and leaned my cheek into his touch, starved for his affection. "To have me." I swallowed deeply before whispering, "All of me."

      He was quiet for a long time before sliding his boxers back into place and helping me to my feet. "Ro, you're drunk," he finally said, smoothing my ponytail over my shoulder. "I'm drunk." He shook his head. "It's a bad idea."

      "I don’t care," I breathed, stepping closer. "I need this."

      "You don’t know what you –"

      "I need this," I repeated, unable to resist the emotions rushing through my body, through my bloodstream. Catching his hand, I dragged him towards the bathroom door and yanked it open. "And I think you do, too."

      "Romi, wait," Sketch whisper-hissed, stumbling after me, as I pulled him towards the bed. "We can't go out there. Pres is –"

      "He's passed out," I whispered, heart racing wildly, as I clambered over Presley who was still snoring on the floor and moved straight for the double bed.  "And besides, I honestly don’t care."

      "Wait, wait, wait –" Snagging me by the waist, Sketch lifted me up and stumbled towards the small twin bed in the far corner of the room. The minute he set me on the bed, I reached for my t-shirt and whipped it over my head and then quickly unsnapped my bra. Completely naked, I pushed back the blanket and rolled onto my back, eyes locked on his. "Come here," I whispered, holding the blanket up for him. "I want this."

      "Fuck," Sketch choked out, hands moving to the waistband of his boxers. Pushing the fabric down his hips, he stepped out of them before climbing on top of me. Groaning in pleasure when I felt his weight settle down on me, I reached out and gripped his hips. "Shh, Ro," he whispered, pressing a kiss to my lips as he settled between my legs and rested his weight on one elbow. "Quiet, baby."

      "I don’t care –"

      "Well, I do." He kissed me again, soft and slow this time. "This is private."

      "Okay, but I need to tell you something."

      "Hmm?" Pulling back, he nuzzled my nose with his. "Fuck, you're so damn pretty it hurts."

      "Sketch, I need to tell you something really important."

      "What?" he asked, brows furrowed. "Shit, what is it? Have you changed your mind? Because that's okay. I'll go –"

      "I'm still in love with you, too," I squeezed out, fingernails digging into his flesh. "I should have said it back earlier, but I was so completely stunned that I just froze when I should have told you that I love you. The truth is, I never stopped. Not even when you broke up with me two years ago or when you thought I was a killer. Not even when I was supposed to be with Chris. I didn’t stop, Sketch, because I can't stop. And make no mistake about it, I am still really pissed off with you for being such a shithead this past year, and you have a lot of ground to make up on that account, but so do I for hurting you on purpose by dating your brother. It was cruel and reckless, but you should know that you were always my favorite. Even when I wasn't with you. Even when I was burning mad. You have always been my number one…" God, I was not good at this. "So, anyway, I just…I thought you should know that. I've been holding it in for a long time and I can't walk around on eggshells with you a minute longer. It's too goddamn painful. I love you. I see you. I'm mad at you. And I'm sorry." I shrugged my shoulders and stared up at his face, absolutely powerless against my feelings. "And what you did for me today?" Shivering, I reached up and cupped his stubbly jaw. "You protected me against those men. You saved my life –"

      He shook his head. "Romi, it's okay –"

      "No, you need to hear this," I strangled out, chest heaving. "None of what's happening is okay. Not one damn thing is okay, but you are. You're good and real and imperfectly right." My lip quivered as my emotions threatened to get the best of me. Blinking back the tears trying to fill my eyes, I let my hands trail down his chest. "You're right for me, Sketch. I could feel it in my bones when I was five years old and I still feel it now. You and me are what's right, and I really wanna figure out a way to fix this with you."

      "You really mean all that?" he whispered, chest rising and falling quickly against mine. "No bullshit?"

      "No bullshit," I promised.

      He dropped his face in my neck. "Fuck, Ro, don’t say it if you're gonna take it back."

      "I mean it," I whispered, feeling the familiar pull as emotion roared to life in his blue eyes. "I won't take it back."

      "I was a real dick to you," he said warily, pulling back to look at me. "That's something I can't take back."

      Exhaling shakily, I nodded. "Yeah, and I was real bitch to you."

      "And what you said at the diner about –"

      "Nothing happened with Chris," I filled in, knowing exactly where his mind had taken him. "Nothing. I promise."

      "Because he was gay?"

      "Because I don’t spread my feelings around," I corrected, reciting his earlier words.

      Sketch stared hard at me for a solid minute, his eyes full of torment and hunger… and excitement? Finally, after what felt like forever, he shook his head and a full body shudder racked through his impressive build. "Thank you."

      "For what?" I whispered.

      "For still loving me." His eyes were heated and locked on mine, pupils dilated as his breathing grew ragged. "Hell, for doing it in the first place. I know it ain't easy."

      "It's the easiest thing I've ever done," I replied. He flinched like the words pained him. "You told me if I wanted to be your friend then I couldn’t kiss you again and I didn’t listen." Trembling, I reached a hand between us and fisted his once-again rock-hard dick. "Because I don’t wanna be your friend again, Holden.

      "No?" he said thickly, rocking into my touch.

      "No," I breathed, keeping my eyes locked on his as I slowly rubbed the head of his shaft against my pussy. With my free hand, I reached up and traced my thumb over the curve of his cheekbone before letting my fingers drift to the nape of his neck. "I wanna be your girl."

      "Fixing us ain't gonna be easy, Ro." His voice was thick with emotion as he spoke. "We've got scar-tissue, baby. Lots of it."

      "I know," I agreed shakily, still teasing both of us with his dick. "But I'm willing if you are?"

      "I love you," he replied hoarsely. "I know that much, and I ain't stopping anytime soon."

      "So…"

      "So, if we're doing this again, then there's no getting off the ride. If we're in, there's no going back. Watching you leave me was the hardest thing I have ever done. Loving you from a distance damn near killed me. I ain't doing that shit twice."

      My heart leapt with excitement. "Agreed."

      "I'm deadly serious," Sketch said. "I ain't fucking around here, Ro. If we do this, it's a permanent thing. You're gonna love me and I'm gonna love you right back. I'll be your best friend and you'll be mine. We're gonna stick together through hail, rain, or snow. I'm gonna keep you safe and you're gonna give me nothing but the truth from here on out. We're gonna get all the hating out of our hearts and figure out a way to heal and make this work." He exhaled a shaky breath. "Is all of that really what you want? And be damn sure before you answer, because once you're in, there ain't gonna be no quitting option."

      "I'm sure," I whispered.

      "Yeah?"

      I nodded. "I'm in."

      "And you're sure you want this?" he asked, rolling his hips and nudging me with his erection. "You can say no. I won't mind –"

      "I want this with you," I hurried to tell him. "I'm sure."

      His eyes blazed with heat. "Then ask me for a truth."

      "Huh?"

      Leaning in, he pressed a kiss to my lips. "Just do it."

      Shivering, I nodded. "Give me a truth, Sketch."

      "I've only kissed two people in my entire life," he confessed, lips tracing the curve of my jaw, as he reached a hand between us and gently brushed mine out of the way to fist his shaft. "And they're both inside this room."

      "Wh-what?"

      "I'm a virgin, Ro," he whispered, trembling as he positioned himself at my entrance, his thick, hard cock nudging my slit. Almost instinctively, he reached for my thigh and hooked it around him. "There's been nobody else before or since you."

      "Not even –"

      "Nobody," he confirmed huskily as he slowly entered me. "I love you."

      A pained hiss tore from my lips and I clutched at his neck, dragging his face down to mine, as I breathed through the intrusion.

      "Are you okay?" he demanded, voice laced with concern as he froze in place.

      "Yeah." Shivering, I forced a nod. "Just stings."

      "Fuck, I'm not even all the way in, Ro." Exhaling a ragged breath, he pressed his brow to mine. "Should I stop? I don’t wanna hurt you."

      "No, it's okay, don’t stop," I instructed, forcing my body to relax and adjust to the size of him. "I want this." Craning my neck up, I pressed a kiss to his lips. "I want you." I kissed him again, deeper this time. "Do it," I encouraged breathily, keeping his lips pressed to mine. "Take it."

      Groaning into my mouth, he sank deeper inside me, shuddering when he pushed all the way in, taking my virginity while giving me his.

      "Oh god,” I strangled out in discomfort. "Holden –" Clutching his neck for all I was worth, I clung to his body, while I tried to adjust to the sensation of having a man inside my body. "You're so big."

      "Fuck, you're so tight," he strangled out, holding still inside me once more. "Ro, you okay, baby? Am I doing it right?"

      "So damn right," I whispered, kissing him back when his lips found mine. "I feel so full of you."

      "Fuck, don’t say that, baby," he groaned, trembling above me. "Anything but that."

      "Move in me," I begged, moaning when I rolled my hips and a jolt of pleasure rippled through me.

      Groaning, he slammed his lips against mine as he pulled out and tentatively rocked into me again, causing both of us to jerk and shudder from the amazing sensation coursing between us. He did it again and again, thrusting in and out, deep and slow, until we slowly found our rhythm.

      Feeling my eyes burn from the pressure of having his big body joined with mine, I exhaled a ragged breath and bit down hard on my lip as I arched into his rhythmic thrusts. I moaned loudly, wanting him to break me in half because I could think of no better way to go. His lips scorched a burning trail from my neck to the tips of my straining breasts and back up.

      Sweat beaded Sketch's brow as he moved above me, every muscle in his body coiled tight with tension. "I'm close, Ro," he confessed several minutes later, hips moving faster now as his body hunted for release.

      "Me, too," I panted, bucking my hips clumsily against his, as the familiar tingling sensation built up inside my body at a rapid rate.

      "Any way I can get you there faster?" he bit out, jaw clenched. "Because I'm gonna come soon."

      "My clit," I breathed, scratching and clawing at his back. "Rub it."

      Claiming my lips once more, he slipped a hand between us and thumbed my throbbing clit. "God," I whimpered into his mouth as his tongue dueled with mine, swallowing up my breathy moans. His hands were rough and calloused from years of playing football, but he knew exactly how to use them on me.

      Working my clit over with his skilled fingers, he continued to pump into me until an orgasm ripped from my body. "I'm coming!" Jerking uncontrollably beneath him, I clawed at his arms as my body rode the wave of pleasure. "Oh god, I'm –"

      "Fuck, I'm gonna come," he growled, thrusting harder. Hips moving at an almost frantic pace, Sketch slammed into me over and over before his entire body tensed up. Shuddering, he pushed himself as deep inside of me as he could get, hips jerking, as a blast of heat filled me up.

      Blowing out a shaky breath, he buried his face in my neck. "Jesus."

      Trembling, I cradled his head in my hands. "Are you okay?"

      "Yeah." He pulled back to look at me, dick still pulsing inside of me. "Are you?"

      Nodding, I cupped his jaw and pressed a kiss to his swollen lips. "I love you."

      "I love you more," he replied, nuzzling my nose with his.

      A small smile tugged at my lips. "So, that was sex, huh?"

      He grinned wolfishly, breathing still ragged. "Apparently."

      "Yes, that was sex, you inconsiderate bastards," a familiar voice slurred from the far side of the room. "Very good sex, by the sounds of it. Congratulations, vagina-muncher; making her orgasm during vaginal penetration her first time round is impressive. No whiskey dick for you, huh? Alas, you're both virgins no more. Now, pull your bionic dick out of the female and stop rocking the damn headboard. Some of us need a full eight hours sleep to function."

      "Goddammit, Quinton," Sketch growled. "You're like a bad smell that keeps popping up."

      "And you're like a walking wet dream," Pres called back. "Thanks for the audio. I'll be sure to lodge it in the spank-bank under the label Sketch the giver."

      "You better not even think about rubbing off to me, fucker –"

      Catching Sketch's chin, I pulled his lips back to mine, successfully distracting him from falling into the trap of bantering with an unbeatable brainiac.

      Keeping his lips on mine, he kissed me deeply as he slowly pulled his softening dick out, licking and nibbling at my lips to soothe the ache when I winced. "I'm sorry if I hurt you," he whispered in my ear as he rolled me on top of him. "I'll do better next time."

      "I think you did pretty damn great this time." A deep breath escaped my parted lips and I reached up to brush his hair off his face. "So pretty," I whispered, trailing my fingers through his dark locks.

      A deep hum came from his chest, like a lion purring in contentment. He leaned into my touch, lips moving to my wrist. Nuzzling the inside of my wrist with his nose, he pressed his lips to the skin covering my erratic pulse and kept them there. "This is it, Ro." His blue eyes were bright and locked on mine. "Too late to change your mind now."

      "I don’t want to," I replied, snuggling into his chest, completely spent. Feeling more content than I had in years, I stroked my cheek against his chest and let my hand trail to his hip, fingers tracing his birthmark absentmindedly.

      "You still like touching that thing," he mused, hooking an arm around my waist.

      "Apparently. I still have no idea why," I shot back with a smirk, remembering how I had always been fascinated with his creepy birthmark. "It feels gross."

      "That's because it's not a birthmark," Presley once again decided to join in on our private conversation. "It's a burn scar."

      "The fuck is your drunk ass talking about?" Sketch chuckled. "I've had it since I was a baby."

      "Then you were burned as a baby because that thing on your hip shaped like a T is the result of some deep tissue scarring."

      Sketch snorted. "Sure thing, Dr. Quack."

      "Wait –" Springing up in a rush, I threw the covers back and stared down at his marred flesh. "Holy shit," I breathed, eyes locked on his marred, uneven skin. "I think he's right, Sketch."

      "No, he's not," he scoffed, covering us back up. "He's drunk and talking shit."

      "I am right," Presley chimed in. "If that's been on you since birth, then you were marked at birth."

      My eyes widened in horror. "Marked?"

      Sketch shook his head. "It's bullshit. Don’t listen to him."

      "When I first saw it, it looked like a scar from a branding iron," Pres continued, unaffected by Sketch's words. "I thought it was from some dumbass football ritual or other." A moment passed before Presley sat up. "Holy fuck." Eyes widening, he scrambled onto his hands and knees and crawled towards us. "Show me that thing."

      "Get the fuck away from me," Sketch warned, yanking me back down on his chest so he could cover us both with the blanket.

      "Covers off," Pres ordered, unperturbed. "I need to get a closer look at that bad boy."

      "Come any closer and I'll cut your dick off and feed it to you," Sketch snarled, glaring at Presley who was lurking at the foot of our bed. "I mean it, asshole. I ain't fucking around. Get out of here."

      Out of nowhere, a dull, almost dreamlike flashback of a red-hot branding iron flashed in my mind, but I quickly blocked the image out, physically recoiling from the very notion.

      "Ro?" Sketch asked, immediately noticing my reaction. "What's wrong?"

      "Um, nothing." Shaking my head, I leaned over the side of the bed to retrieve what little clothes we'd been wearing. "I just need to… uh…" Tossing Sketch's boxers onto his chest, I kept my back to Presley and quickly shrugged on my shirt before climbing off the bed. "Use the bathroom."

      "I'm gonna kill you," I heard Sketch growl as I hurried into the bathroom and slammed the door behind me.

      Chest heaving, I leaned against the door and covered my face with my hands, willing myself not to think about it. To not remember.

      A dark room.

      The boy.

      Blue eyes.

      The boy.

      A lock and key.

      The boy.

      Burning flesh.

      The boy.

      The boy.

      The boy...

      "Romi, let me in," Sketch's voice infiltrated my thoughts as he knocked on the door. "Come on, Ro, open the door."

      Gasping for air, I twisted around and flung the door open, eyes wide and full of terror when they landed on his face. "The boy," I choked out, clutching at my chest. "You're the boy."

      Sketch frowned, his confusion obvious. "What?"

      "The little boy from the dream." Trembling, I snagged his hand and pulled him into the bathroom, hands roaming frantically over his chest. "It was you."

      "Ro, that was just a dream," Sketch coaxed, reaching up to snag my hands. "It's not real, baby."

      "It is real," I sobbed, gaze flicking to the mark on his hip that was partially concealed by his boxers now. "I know, Sketch. I remember." Swallowing down a mouthful of bile, I reached out and touched his mark. "I was there."

      "You remember what?" he demanded, sounding frustrated. "Where the hell were you?"

      "In the room behind the locked door," I choked out, tears filling my eyes, as I pointed to his hip. "The day they gave you that."

      "I knew it!" Presley declared, barging into the bathroom, eyes bright with excitement. "I fucking knew she was withholding!"

      "Chris was right," I wailed, face contorting in pain as a huge sob racked through me. "Nothing in Pocketful is as it seems."

      "Shut the hell up, Quinton!" Sketch snapped, shoving Pres away from me. "What are you talking about, Ro?" he demanded, eyes laced with confusion and pain. "Are you saying someone burned me?"

      Numb.

      I was frozen to the bone.

      Terror seeped from every pore in my body.

      "Romi!" Sketch barked, closing the space between us. "Answer me, dammit!"

      I couldn’t answer him.

      I couldn’t freaking breathe.

      My whole world was crashing down on me.

      Everything was slipping into place.

      My past.

      My present.

      His past.

      Chris…

      Like a cruel twist of fate, or the bitter sting of a reality check, a loud hammering noise came from the main door of our motel room. "Open the door, boy, or I'll kick it in!"

      "Oh, holy fuck," Presley strangled out, eyes growing wide as saucers. "Is that her–"

      "Father?" Sketch offered grimly. "Yeah, sounds about right."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sketch

      

      

      Storming through the bedroom, I unlocked the door, in no damn mood to deal with Cal fucking Dillon. Romi had, once again, turned my life on its axis and I needed answers, not a hysterical parent screaming at me.

      Beyond confused and fresh out of patience, I willed my racing mind to calm the fuck down. I needed to have my wits about me when dealing with a shark like Romi's father. Otherwise, he would eat me alive.

      Yanking the door inwards, I not only came face to face with Cal and my father, but my mother was standing there, too.

      "Mama?" My brows creased in confusion at the sight of her. "What are you –"

      Her palm connected with my cheek before I could finish. "How dare you take that girl out of hospital without permission!" she seethed, glaring up at me, her blonde hair pulled back in a severe bun. "Have you any idea how worried her father has been?"

      And there she was. My mama; hard as steel and cold as concrete.

      "We thought you'd been taken," she continued to rant, her red-rimmed eyes the only sign she was shaken-up on her otherwise perfectly-plastic face. "You didn’t call your father for almost a week, Holden!"

      I wouldn’t have called at all if I hadn't been drinking, I mentally replied. Instead, I turned my attention to my father. "Dad."

      He nodded in acknowledgment. "Holden." His gaze trailed over me. "You're in one piece."

      "Are you disappointed?"

      "Relieved," he surprised me by saying.

      "So, how'd you find me?"

      "Your father and Cal traced the Presley boy's phone," Mama answered for him. "Romi placed a call to Cal on it yesterday morning." Her eyes blazed with fury when she hissed, "I should've known that little freak would be mixed up in this. He was always sniffing around your brother – bringing nothing but trouble to the door."

      I sighed heavily. "Presley ain't a freak, Mama. He's a good guy."

      "Where is she?" Cal rudely interrupted, shoving past me to stalk into the room. "Ramona Priscilla Dillon, you better come out right this minute, young lady, before I tear this prick apart, limb from limb."

      "Fucking try it," I sneered, folding my arms across my chest.

      "No need to do that," Presley called out, skulking out of the bathroom with Romi in tow – Romi, who looked like she had seen a ghost.

      "Jesus Christ!" Heaving out a huge sigh, Cal closed the space between them and wrapped her up in his arms. "You're okay."

      Unlike every other time I'd seen them together, Romi flinched away from her father's touch, turning to stone in his arms.

      With the alcohol still floating around in my system, I was having a hard time trying to figure out what the hell was happening with her, but I knew this wasn't good. "What's wrong?" I demanded, stepping around my parents who had strode into the room. "Ro –"

      "Get the hell away from her," Cal seethed, keeping her tucked tightly under his arm. "You've done enough damage to her. My daughter is coming with me."

      "Like hell she's going anywhere with you," I snarled, snagging Romi's hand and quickly yanking her away from him. She came willingly, burying her face in my chest. "Ya'll can back the fuck up, too," I growled, casting a warning glance at my parents who were edging closer to us.

      "Holden!"

      "Back off, Mama," I warned, keeping a protective arm wrapped around Romi. "I ain't playing around here."

      "Run," Romi mumbled, fingernails digging into my sides. "Run now."

      "Romi?" Pres whispered, hovering behind me. "What is it?"

      "Please hurry," she croaked out, trembling. "I don’t wanna fall out of the treehouse again. No one will find me there. Hidden away."

      Presley's eyes widened and something passed between them, something I was completely fucking oblivious to. "I see."

      "The Boss," she choked out, shaking violently. "Papa Don't Preach."

      "Springsteen?" I asked, feeling at a complete loss. "Madonna?"

      "Maybe we'll get lucky," she continued to rave, eyes glued to Presley. "Maybe we'll all go sailing someday."

      "Can't you see how unwell my daughter is?" Cal demanded, attention on my father. "She needs professional help, Chris, not some TLC from a teenage fucking boy. He's not helping matters."

      "Your daughter was just fine until you showed up." Keeping an arm hooked around her, I slowly backed us further into the room. "And she ain't going back to that damn hospital, if that's why you're here," I warned, glowering at him. "Over my dead body."

      "Holden," Dad interjected calmly. "You need to calm down, son."

      "No, no, no," Romi wailed, fingernails digging into my sides so deep, I knew she'd cracked the skin. "Nothing in Poc –" Her words broke out and she sobbed into my chest, "…as it seems."

      "Shh." Keeping one arm hooked around her waist, I cradled her head with my free hand, fingers tangling in her blonde mane, watching as Presley quietly skulked towards the door. "I've got you, baby."

      "Baby," Cal sneered. "Well, didn’t you change your tune?"

      "No thanks to you," I countered hotly.

      "Now, now, now," Romi cried out and Presley swiped my keys off the windowsill before barreling out of the room.

      "Clever boy," Cal sneered before reaching a hand behind his back and withdrawing a gun. "Now, step away from my daughter, you little runt."

      "Hold the fuck up," I choked out, shoving Romi behind my back. "Just relax –"

      "Run, Sketch," Romi sobbed, clawing at my back. "Run now and don’t ever look back."

      "I told you this would happen!" Cal roared, his manic gaze flicking to my father. "We all did, but you wouldn't listen. You couldn't leave well enough alone and now look where we are."

      "Cal, put the gun down," Dad ordered calmly. "You're not helping matters."

      "Look at her!" Cal roared. "She knows, Chris. She fucking knows about the trade."

      "Knows what?" I demanded. "What goddamn trade?"

      "This is over," Cal snarled, cocking the hammer, gun aimed at my chest. "I'm done with this fucker."

      "Jesus Christ," I strangled out, legs shaking violently, as I backed us into a corner, protecting her body with mine. "Stay behind me, Ro."

      "You're making a terrible mistake," Dad warned, voice harder now. "Pull that trigger and all hell will break lose. You'll start a war you can't win, Cal."

      "I'm already at war," Cal sneered.

      And then he pulled the trigger.
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