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Life was nearly stolen from me.

In the blink of an eye, everything changed.

I’m no longer the charismatic, hot playboy Hoodlum.

 

I’m irrevocably altered.

Damaged both inside and out.

 

I can’t think. I can’t function. I can’t live.

Not with all this darkness and pain dragging me into unknown depths.

Some days, I wish I never woke up.

 

But then life takes an unusual turn.

A sweet, sad little girl might be mine.

My dream job is gifted to me.

I have a doctor who cares.

Things are looking up.

 

Until her.

 

One mouthy, bratty, mean beautiful young thing complicates everything.

She sees the darkness inside that I’m trying desperately to hide from everyone.

Pokes. Prods. Infuriates.

This girl won’t stop until she’s touched every scar, both inside and out.

 

I’m not sure how I’m supposed to mentally heal and be a better man when I have the most unapologetic, unpopular, mean girl shining her light into every dark crevice inside me.

 

Annoying. A nuisance. Not worth my time.

I’ll shake her off eventually.

She’s nothing to me.

A Hood River zero.

 

Try telling my heart that…


 

 

To Matt—

 

You’re the definition of a hero and rarely get credit for it.

I see you. I thank you. I love you.

Every man in each of my books is a piece of you.
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Terrence

 

“Wake up, T.”

I always hear his voice. Cal. My best friend. But it’s muted and fuzzy. Always too far out of reach, just beyond the darkness. My mouth opens, but nothing comes out.

A silent scream.

Only echoing inside of me, but never leaving my lips.

“I’m right here. I’m awake.”

He never hears.

Ever.

Sometimes I feel his hand. I want to squeeze it and let him know I’m in here. Lost. Confused. Hurting. But if he’ll keep calling to me, I’ll find him.

The darkness always swallows me up, though.

Hunts me like prey and devours me whole.

One day he’ll find me and yank me out of here.

One day.

“Wake up, T.”

I squint against the harsh light, confusion fragmenting my mind for a moment. As I take in my surroundings, everything pieces back together.

I’m no longer in a coma.

I woke up.

I live with Cal.

“You feeling okay?” Cal asks, entering my room, a frown marring his face. “You look like shit.”

I manage to shoot him the bird. “Morning to you too, fucker.”

He chuckles. “Seriously. You look like hell.”

“I don’t feel like hell,” I tell him honestly. “That was yesterday.”

My head is no longer on the brink of exploding into a thousand pieces. I feel groggy and exhausted, but not in pain.

I could kiss Garrett right now.

Cal saunters into the room and picks up one of my prescription bottles. “These help?”

“Yeah, man. They do.” I sit up on my elbows, taking in my friend’s appearance. He’s dressed casually since he doesn’t have class until the spring semester starts in a week, but something is different about him. “What’s going on with you?”

He grins. “I have a surprise for you.”

I roll my eyes because with Cal, there’s no telling what the fuck that could be.

“You have to get dressed for it,” he says. “Do something about that face too.”

Flipping him off, I roll out of bed and head out of the bedroom to grab a quick shower. Someone’s cooking in the kitchen, and based on the delicious smell, it’s Charlotte. It’s kind of nice having a chick around who likes to cook.

Soon, she’ll be a permanent chick.

I still can’t believe my boy proposed to her. Cal fucking Hutton. I never in a million years would have imagined he’d settle. Charlotte’s cool, though. She’s smart and sassy, not some bimbo bitch like Cal usually goes for. Charlotte loves him and he loves her. I’m envious, but not stupid. I know a happily ever after isn’t in the cards for me.

Ryan Cunningham made sure of that.

If his ugly, blind ass wasn’t already behind bars awaiting trial, I’d find a way to get him there. I can’t believe that psycho has messed with our lives as much as he has. All because he was obsessed with Charlotte.

Rape.

Attempted murder.

Arson.

Stalking.

His charges go on and on. He’ll never leave prison. Neither will his father when he finally gets there. I feel there’s some poetic justice served. Michael is in a coma like I was. An eye for an eye, motherfucker.

After I shower, I dress in some OSU sweats and a hoodie. I throw on some socks and my red Nike LeBron 17 basketball shoes. I grab my morning medication and follow my nose to the kitchen table.

Charlotte is domestic as hell pouring orange juice into glasses. Her blond hair is messy and she’s not wearing any makeup, but she’s still a knockout. Cal’s lucky her pretty, young ass wanted him.

He smirks at me as he smacks her ass. “Looks good, loser.”

Only Cal would get away with calling his fiancée “loser.”

“What’s on the agenda today?” Charlotte asks as she hands me a plated omelet with a side of fruit. “Anything fun?”

“Whatever this idiot has planned,” I tell her, diving in. “It’s a surprise.”

“A surprise, huh?” She stabs at a strawberry with her fork before darting her gaze back and forth. “Aren’t you a little scared? Cal’s surprises are always…special.”

Cal’s grin widens into something dark and wicked. “Only yours, Charlie girl. T gets the nice surprises.”

She sticks her tongue out at him and I laugh.

“You going to be okay while we’re gone?” he asks, his features growing serious.

Ever since Charlotte was abducted, raped, and nearly killed, he’s been overly protective of her. I’d be the same way if that shit happened to my girl. Hell, Char’s not even mine, and I still worry over her ass.

“Loden’s going to come over,” she assures him. “We’re going to be job hunting for him.”

“I still can’t believe he’d leave the rock star life to slum it in Hood River,” I say after I’ve inhaled my omelet. “It’s got to be boring as shit in comparison.”

“I’m sure it is, but he needs boring. He spirals from the pressure. We’re going to look for a job that makes him happy and doesn’t stress him out.” She frowns at me. “Speaking of jobs, have you started looking?”

She looks just like her dad, Garrett, right now. It must be an English trait to be concerned about all those around you. Hollis is one of the most caring guys I know.

I don’t know what the hell happened to Penny.

The runt got left with all the shitty-ass attitude genes.

“I’m going to look soon,” I state, unable to meet her stare any longer. “Promise.”

Up until yesterday, I’d been in hell with my migraines. When Garrett prescribed some medication to me, I saw such a difference. I couldn’t look at my phone without blinding pain assaulting me. Now I can do a lot of things I couldn’t do even just last week.

Again, I could kiss that man.

“As much as I’d love to stick around and play house with your sexy ass, we really do have to get going,” Cal says, leaning over to kiss his girl. “Loden on his way?”

“Should be here any minute.”

The moment her loud-ass, flirtatious gay friend saunters into the cabin, Cal and I bail. I’m not sure what my surprise is, but his excitement is contagious. Whatever he has in mind is going to make me happy.

It’s been a long time since I’ve been happy.
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The sun is bright today, despite the recent snow, and is blinding. I squint against the harsh rays until Cal pulls his sunglasses off and hands them to me.

“Put those on,” he instructs.

Reluctantly, I obey. Only because I can tell the bright lights will send me down the tube of despair all too quickly if I’m not careful.

Just one more thing to add to the list of shit that makes my life difficult these days.

“You gonna tell me what’s up, man?” I ask as we drive in silence, the usual music blaring out of Cal’s speakers absent.

“I got you a job.”

All the excitement I’d felt fizzles out. Dread trickles through my veins. I can barely look at my phone, much less a computer screen. Shit’s fucked up in my head right now.

“Are you fucking for real?” I groan.

“Hell yeah, I am. You need it, T. Not because of the money. For your sanity. Now that you have some meds, you can get a handle on your life. I hate feeling like you’re slipping away from me.”

His words hit me in the gut, making me clench my teeth and glare out the window. I thought I was doing a damn good job of keeping that shit from Cal. Apparently I have suicide risk written all over my face.

“I’m not slipping away from you,” I grunt out. “Chill already.”

“I’m not gonna chill,” he says in that stubborn-ass way of his that always infuriates me. “I’ll fix it. I’ll fix you.”

Oh, come the fuck on.

“I don’t need fixing,” I grit out. “I’m fine.”

“Yeah, physically, you are,” he agrees. “That motherfucker nearly killed you and it destroyed your fucking body, but you’re not fine up here.” He taps the side of his head. “And not because your head was crushed in. Because all that time in the dark and now in pain, it’s fucking with you. It’s leading you down a path you won’t come back from. I read up—”

“Hold up,” I snap, barking out a harsh laugh. “You read up? On fucking what?”

“You, asshole. People like you. Victims of head injuries and comatose patients. The forum I follow is a wealth of information. You’re fucking depressed and I can see the light in your eyes dimming each day.”

I go to roll my eyes, but the action makes me wince in pain. Instead, I kick my big-ass foot up on the dash and slouch in my seat, pouting like a goddamn kid.

Like her.

All thoughts of being pissed at my best friend and overwhelmed by my own situation disappear as the image of that young girl I saw yesterday come to mind. Trembling bottom lip. Dark skin a few shades lighter than my own. Saddest fucking eyes on the planet.

She’s mine.

She has to be.

“I’m sorry,” Cal mutters. “I’m not trying to overstep. I’m trying to help you. I love you and want what’s best for you. If it comes off as being an asshole, then too damn bad. I’ve known you since we were little kids. We’re brothers in every way that counts. Brothers don’t let each other fade into nothing.”

“I know,” I grumble. “I’m just being a dick. Truth is, I don’t think I can do it, man. The computers are hard on me.”

He snorts. “You don’t think I know that? I’ve negotiated a job for you that requires zero computer work. I promise you’re gonna like this gig. Trust me?”

“Unfortunately.”

My phone buzzes and I pull it out, bringing the screen close to my face so I can see it, to find a text from Grandma.

Grandma: Come get your mail, Terry.

Me: I will later. I still need to grab the rest of my shit.

Grandma: How you feeling?

Me: Fine.

Grandma: I can see your lying face all the way over here.

Me: Not lying. See you soon.

Cal pulls into the staff parking lot at the high school, making me snap my head his way.

“Oh hell naw,” I grind out. “The fuck you didn’t.”

“The fuck I did.”

The dickhead grins at me.

I could barely deal with this shit hole when I went here, much less now. I’m shaking my head in defiance.

“I’m not cut out to be a teacher. What part about I can’t look at a goddamn computer could you not understand?”

“When you’re done throwing your pity bitch party, get out and let’s go see Karen. She’s waiting on us and you know how she hates tardiness.” He smirks before climbing out.

I fling off the sunglasses and follow after him, plumes of rage puffing out in white clouds with each angry breath I take. While Cal strides along without a care in the world, I try not to limp. The pain that slides from my hip down to my fucking toes is unbearable sometimes. Just another complication from the accident.

We make it inside and Cal leads us to the main office. I spent more time in Ms. Frazier’s office than in class. This is some fucked-up shit.

“Hey, boys,” Karen greets upon our entry in her office. “Have a seat.”

It’s the weekend and still winter break, so Karen is dressed casually in jeans and an orange Hood River hoodie. Cal and I plop down in the two seats across from her desk. Anxiety creeps up my spine, cooling my blood. I’m reminded of the many times I spent in this office, about to get my ass reamed for whatever shit I pulled. Grandma rode my ass so hard in high school. It takes a conscious effort to remind myself I’m a grown-ass man now.

“Hey, Karen,” Cal greets, sprawling out in his seat and flashing her a wicked grin. “Asked to speak to any managers lately?”

I snort out a laugh because he is such a fucking asshole all the time.

“Cal, sweetheart,” Karen says in her bitchy principal voice. “Remember you’re an adult now, not a bratty teenager.”

“My bad,” he states, holding his palms up. “I forgot.” He laughs. “Tell my boy what you have for him.”

Karen glances my way, the irritation melting off her face as she regards me with a soft smile. “You need a job, huh?”

“If you say so,” I grumble, still pissed at Cal.

“We need a new music teacher.” She smirks and I make a horrified face. “Kidding. Calm down. The girls’ basketball coach had her baby. She’s informed me she won’t be back after maternity leave. It leaves me in quite a bind considering tryouts are supposed to happen this week. The girls have games starting in January. We need someone who knows what they’re doing.”

I gape at her in confusion. “You want me to coach?”

“No, I need you to coach, Terrence. I need you. The girls need you. The school needs you. And as much as it pains me to have not one, but two Hoodlums on my payroll, it doesn’t change the fact you’re the best man for this job. You’re someone I trust to do an excellent job.”

“You trust me?” I ask, clarifying and biting back a laugh of disbelief. “After all the shit I did to you at this school.”

“Naughty children aren’t bad people,” she says, her brows furrowing. “They need support and guidance and love. They need direction. They need someone to have faith in them. When they have that, they grow into good adults—good men. You and your Hoodlum friends may have driven me crazy, but it doesn’t change the fact you are good people. Cal hasn’t let me down this past semester and neither will you. I have a knack for knowing these things. Now trust me and say you’ll accept the job.”

“All I gotta do is coach these girls at the sport I love? And you’re gonna pay me for it?” I ask, rubbing at the back of my neck.

“Well, it’s not the best pay by any means, just ask Cal. But it’s a decent salary that comes with health insurance.”

Garrett has paid for every damn one of my medical bills. I thought he’d back out of that once we discovered it wasn’t Charlotte driving, but he continued on, never mentioning it. When I saw him yesterday at the clinic, the lady at the front desk said the visit fee had been waived. As much as I was relieved not to be drowning in hospital bill debt, I don’t feel right about continuing to take from this man. Having health insurance could be a good thing.

And if the girl is mine…

It’s time to man the fuck up.

“Do I gotta teach history or some shit?” I ask, frowning.

“Cal mentioned your trouble with computers because of your head injury,” she says, her voice soft. “I’ve written into your contract that no classroom instruction is necessary to your employment. However, if later you decide this is something you want to do, we can find a good fit for you. We’ve recently lost an English teacher. Don’t act like I didn’t see your SAT scores. You may have given me trouble and skimmed along in high school, but you got your degree at OSU and your SAT scores, especially in reading, were exceptional. If it’s something you want to pursue, I can guide you in the right direction.”

Coaching.

Basketball has always been important to me. Cal and I both played for OSU and enjoyed it. Where most of the guys wanted to go pro, I wasn’t interested. I knew I wanted to go back to Hood River and be with my boys. Before the accident, Cal and I wanted to work together or go into business together. This would be a step back in the direction of what I had planned for my future. It would feel great to feel normal again.

“Where do I need to sign?” I ask, leaning forward as excitement trickles through me. “I think I can do this.”

Karen sets a packet of employment papers in front of me. “Honey, I know you can. Welcome to the team.”

Cal playfully punches my shoulder and I grin.

Holy shit. I’m going to do this. I’m really going to do this.

For the first time since I woke up, I feel empowered. Like my life is my own and I am the one in control.

I’m getting my life back.

Fucking finally.
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Penny

 

They’re noisy.

Always so noisy.

People, that is. All of them. My family. Tierra. The Hoodlums. Sebban. It’s like they live life to make sounds. Laughter and growls and words. So many damn words.

It’s irritating.

I’ve learned to tune it out, though.

I had to.

When I mentioned it as a kid, Dad got that weird “I’m going to diagnose you now” look on his face. I may have been young, but I was sharp enough to realize it wasn’t normal and that telling people only brings attention to it.

So, like any person who doesn’t want to stand out, I learned to cope with the maddening onslaught that whips at me every damn day.

I learned to shut it all out.

All that chaos that seems to echo inside my head, louder and louder with each passing second had to be muted. Ignored. Forgotten. If not, it was going to drive me insane.

The first time I learned to shut it all out was through an app on my tablet. A silly game that required constant movement of colored items, arranging them in an order to make them disappear, earning points for larger, more complicated strings of them. It’s like the task was so intense, it numbed the other parts of me, not allowing sounds to overwhelm me.

Mom tried to limit my screen time, stating I was turning into a zombie. Little did she know, the games were helping me cope. Her solution to my obsession was basketball. Hollis played basketball and loved it. Charlotte had cheerleading. Mom thought I needed comradery and fresh air.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

The first time I’d sat in the gym at the YMCA, waiting to start my first basketball practice, I’d wanted to scream in frustration at all the noise and chaos. But, my coach spoke to us while dribbling his ball. There was something calming in the repetitious sound, soothing my trembling soul. I fixated on it. Became obsessed with it. The moment he handed me the ball, it’s like I was once again on my tablet game, performing tasks and running through exercises that drowned out the disorder suffocating me. It gave my mind purpose and another mechanism to cope.

Giggles drag me from my inner thoughts, piercing the safe haven I’ve erected around my mind when I’m on the basketball court.

Liv Johnson.

The girl who wishes she were a cheerleader, but has a talent for playing ball. Prissy as fuck. Wears fucking mascara to every practice and game. Loud and annoying.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

I dribble past where she stands and is pointing toward the bleachers while whispering to her friends. Tierra shows up out of nowhere, challenge gleaming in her brown eyes. I fake right and then dribble around her left. She gets her windmill arms going in front of me, but I’ve practiced with this girl enough to know her style. I fake right, knowing she’ll expect me to go left, and then I just shoot the ball from the three-point line.

Swoosh.

Another sound I like.

Someone whistles. It’s jarring and each one of my nerve endings quivers in disgust. Shrieking, shrill sounds are the worst.

I swivel around, scowling at the offender.

Fucking Cal.

“Bring it in, wannabe ballers,” Cal calls out. “We're going to see who can actually play. Then you can get back home to your mommies.”

Tierra nudges my shoulder with hers as we walk over to where Cal is waiting with Terrence. I don’t know what the hell those knuckleheads are doing here, but I’m intrigued.

“You know about this?” I ask, arching a brow at her.

“Nope, but I can tell by the shit-eating grin on Cal’s face, we aren’t gonna like it.” She smirks at me. “That smile promises trouble.”

All the players crowd around them. Several girls are red-faced and it has nothing to do with practicing before tryouts. They’re giddy over these guys.

That, I’ll never understand.

I shift on my feet, hating that oily feeling that slicks over my skin whenever I think about hooking up with someone. Anyone for that matter. The idea of them in my face, slobbering all over me—breathing on me—makes me shudder. Imagining them naked and sweating, rubbing against me is even more disgusting.

The kissing…

Slurping and smacking.

My blood pressure spikes, sending a surge of anger blazing through my system. Cal is talking, but I’m fixated on the way Liv cracks her knuckles.

Snap. Snap. Snap.

I want to snap her.

My fingers find the hem of my shirt, seeking out the tag just inside. I rub the tag with my finger and thumb, letting the soothing sensation calm and distract me. After seconds of the motion that has saved me on more than one occasion, Cal’s voice cuts through the disgusted haze swirling around me.

“…and that being said, I’m happy to introduce you to your new coach. That is if you make the cut. T, buddy, take it from here.” He clasps Terrence’s shoulder. “Show ’em who’s the boss.”

I shoot Tierra a confused look. Her brows are furled, clearly not in the loop either.

Terrence clears his throat and drags his gaze along the girls standing in front of him. His left eye is drooping more than usual, which means he’s tired. I notice it happens when he’s overwhelmed. I notice everything.

“Your old coach isn’t coming back,” Terrence states. “Just because you were on the team last year doesn’t mean you’ll be on it again this year. I expect all of you to get out there and impress me. I may have had my head bashed in, but I know who sucks and who doesn’t. Now’s your chance to prove you’re one of the ones who don’t suck.” His eyes—even the droopy one—lock on me. “And I don’t play favorites.” This time, his eyes flick over to Tierra.

“Puhleeease,” she mutters under her breath to me. “He’s gonna think he’s God of Hood River now.”

I let out a snort that has both Cal and Terrence looking my way. Liv has switched from cracking her knuckles to running her fingernail over the ball in her hands. It makes an annoying fuzzy scraping sound.

“Are we going to sit around talking like it’s teatime with the Queen of England or are we gonna shoot some hoops, ugly?” I ask, unable to keep my lip from curling up from the incessant scraping Liv is doing. “I’m bored to death.”

Cal rolls his eyes, but Terrence’s jaw tightens.

“Everyone grab a ball,” Terrence grinds out. “I want half of you on one end of the court and the other half at the other end. We’re going to do some full court dribbling and finishing. I need to see if you can make any uncontested layups.”

I push away from the excited chatter of the girls to grab the nearest ball. As soon as I’m dribbling and other players fall into line behind me, the jitter inside me fades as a calm settles over me. I’m focused as I start a line at one end. Tierra follows after me. She’s the layup queen whereas I’m the one who can essentially make a shot from anywhere. We’ve been practicing together for months, gearing up for tryouts, and I’ve already learned she and I will play well together.

No if…when.

We’ll both make the team easily.

It’s girls like Ericka and Cat who need to watch it. They’re sloppy and lazy when it comes to ball handling. Sure, they’re aggressive and good at stealing the ball, but they tend to lose possession of the ball easier than most.

Cal whistles again, making me cringe. “Go!”

I dribble at full speed, driving the ball down the court, the thumping of the balls keeping me focused. In no time at all, I’ve shot a layup that I make and rebound the ball before getting in the opposite line I came from. We run through a few rounds of this before Terrence is telling us what we’re to do next.

Over and over, he runs us through drills as he carefully assesses our skills. I know I have it in the bag based on the way his eyes keep flickering my way. He sees how good I am. It’s hard to miss.

“Last drill. This one is a little different,” Terrence says. “Three on two. Full court. No dribble.”

No dribble?

I tense up as everyone holds their balls, waiting for Terrence to separate us into groups. Of course he pairs me with Liv and not Tierra like I want.

“The purpose of this drill is to see if you can pass the ball, pivot, and make good decisions,” Terrence explains. “You two,” he says, pointing to Ericka and a girl named Vera. “I want you with Tierra playing defense.”

Cal whistles again, making me shudder. “And go!”

Tierra is up in my face, trying to slap at my ball. I pivot left and then right. Then right again, waiting for Liv to open up. Ericka and Vera are on her ass. I want to dribble away, but I can’t.

“Gonna stand there all day, English?” Terrence barks out. “Pass the ball.”

But she’s not open.

I fake like I’m going to bounce pass, even though Liv isn’t open. The second Tierra darts that way, I wait for Liv to open up. Nothing. Fuck this.

Launching the ball, I shoot for the basket near the three-point line, waiting for that soothing swoosh. As soon as it slips through the net, I smirk at Tierra.

“Nope,” Terrence snaps, popping the P to make an obnoxious sound. “Start from the top. I didn’t say shi—nothing about shooting.”

Irritation burns in my gut, but I don’t let it bother me outwardly. I take the ball Tierra tosses back at me. My girl is all in my face the second Cal whistles again. I’m rattled by the screeching sound that seems to bounce around inside my skull.

This is stupid.

It’s basketball.

We should be able to dribble. It feels unnatural not to.

Tierra’s breathing is loud and labored, the sound crawling under my skin like ants. It has anger surging up inside me, chasing away the festering sensation. I try to focus on Liv giving me an opening, but Tierra won’t stop fucking breathing.

How did I never notice her breathing before?

Because the ball grounds me.

And I can’t fucking ground myself.

I pivot, shoving my elbow at Tierra, knocking the breath right out of her. Liv still isn’t open, pissing me off. Terrence yells at me, distracting the other two girls. I chest pass the ball hard, right at Liv. The ball smacks her in her stupid boobs and she lands hard on her ass.

Oops.

“Bench, English,” Terrence snarls, his looming presence now inches from touching me. “Now.”

His eye doesn’t seem so droopy now since the other one is narrowed, both brown eyes blazing with fury.

“What the hell did I do?” I gripe. “She should have been paying attention!”

“Go.” He cracks his neck, the popping of his bones setting me off.

I shove past him, storming over to the bleachers, focusing on the slapping of my shoes on the gym floor. Walking right over to my bag, I yank out my phone and AirPods. Ignoring everyone, I stick to my task.

Drown it all out.

I turn on Spotify and find my white noise playlist. The even hissing sound squelches all the rage and disgust burning inside of me. I close my eyes and try my damnedest to decompress.

Don’t breathe.

Don’t move.

Find your center, Penny.

I remain seated, eyes clamped shut, thinking of nothing but the silent way snow falls late at night. Cold and refreshing. Blissfully quiet. Peaceful. It isn’t until someone plucks an AirPod out of my ear and all the maddening sounds assault me again that I’m brought back to reality. I glower at the offender.

Fucking Cal.

“Cool it, kid,” he says, frowning at me. “What’s with the bitch act out there?”

The white noise from my other AirPod soothes me and fights for dominance in my head.

“I’m a bitch,” I utter, giving him my bitchiest glare. “What can I say?”

“No, you snapped just then. What happened?” Cal asks. “Come on. You’re practically my sister now. Tell me, sis.”

I punch his stupid thigh. “I’m not your sis.”

“But you will be,” he grumbles, rubbing the spot on his leg. “So fucking tell me.”

“I don’t see the point in us not dribbling,” I snap back in irritation.

His green eyes probe me for longer than necessary, but at least he keeps his big mouth shut for a bit. “The point is, it’s what your coach asked you to do. Teamwork, Penny. I know it’s a foreign concept, but it’s something you have to learn. You have to trust in your coach’s instruction. You have to trust your teammates, not hurt them.”

“Not my fault Liv’s boobs catch more balls than she does.”

We both laugh at the innuendo.

“Fine,” he says, “she deserved that one, but was it necessary to elbow the shit out of my cuz?”

Guilt clouds around me. I probably bruised my best friend—my only friend—because I lost my shit.

I lost my shit.

I lost my shit.

I’d been doing so well, but ever since my sister was kidnapped and raped by those monsters, I’ve been on edge. Spiraling. Unfocused and angrier than usual. All my normal coping mechanisms seem to have been forgotten.

It makes me angry, erratic, and impulsive.

Which means Dad will sniff it out, wanting to drag me into his office and shove pills down my throat.

“Tierra’s cool,” I assure him. And she is. I’ll have to apologize later, but she’ll understand. Amazingly, Tierra seems to get the words I never speak. Sure, she’s kind of loud sometimes and talks a lot, but she seems to understand some of the insanity that plagues me.

“Get your ass back out there,” Cal says, punching my thigh, though not as hard as I hit him. “They’re dribbling now, so you can stop your baby fit.”

I flip him off, but I’m thankful for the pep talk.

Breathe, Pen. Breathe.

You’ve got this.
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Terrence

 

Too much time has passed.

I need to eat. I need to take meds. I need to sleep.

I’m slipping into that familiar cave of despair. Pain curling around my skull, crushing it inside its sadistic fist. Bile rises up my throat as I clench my eyes closed.

This was a bad idea.

By the time we reach the cabin, I stumble out of the truck, making a beeline for the toilet. I puke my fucking guts up as the headache intensifies. The light in the bathroom goes out and then someone is crouching beside me, their soft touch comforting me.

“Eat this,” Charlotte says, handing me a sandwich. “After you get that in you, I have some water and your meds.”

Shakily, I take the sandwich from her and chew it down. I hurt too badly to taste any of it. Once the cool water chases down the food, I take the offered meds. She stands, turns on the sink, and then turns it back off. A cool rag is settled on the back of my neck.

She leaves me in the bathroom, checking on me every so often. Cal and her whisper quietly—thank God—before she comes back for a millionth time.

“Why don’t you go rest?” she suggests. “Dad said it’ll take a bit for the medicine to kick in.”

I slowly rise to my feet and make my way back to the room. The windows have been covered by a blanket that’s been tacked to the wall. I want to hug her and thank her, but the pain drags me into bed instead. The moment the throbbing slows its murderous torture, I pass the fuck out.
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Buzz.

It’s dark by the time I wake. I squint at the bright light of my phone that now sits on the nightstand, plugged in. I’m not sure how it got there, but I accept the fact it must have been Charlotte or Cal.

I reach over to fetch my phone to see I’ve missed some texts.

Roan: We’re having a small get-together for New Year’s. You coming?

Me: Sure.

Roan: Cool. Bring a date if you want.

Me: Is your dad available?

He sends me fifty or so middle finger emojis, making me chuckle.

Me: Kidding, bitch.

Roan: You could bring Lacey…

Her name has anger picking at my heart that feels scabbed over. It’s dumb to pine over a girl I slept with one night. We weren’t in love. Hell, she barely even liked me. But, because of that night, I think I might have fathered her kid. A small part of me wonders if I could talk to her, maybe she’d see that I’m not the asshole she clearly wanted to get away from. I could be a family man if I needed to be.

Me: Garrett has a big-ass mouth.

Roan: He’s my father-in-law and you’re one of my best friends. I saw him today and he mentioned what went down yesterday. You think you knocked up Lacey?

Me: Remember when you saw Sebban? That feeling that hit you right in the chest? Like you just KNEW?

Roan: Yeah, man. I do.

Me: That’s how it was. I looked into that little girl’s eyes and just knew.

Roan: So what happens now?

Me: I need to find Lacey. Find out why she’s hiding in Florida and letting her dad babysit my fucking kid.

Roan: I called Samantha to fill her in. She helped me. She could help you.

Me: I don’t have money for that.

Roan: We’ll figure it out.

Me: Gotta run.

I have nowhere to run, but the last thing I need is Roan playing hero when it comes to me. I can handle my own shit. I’ll find Lacey so we can have a heart to heart, and then I’ll see about getting shared custody of my daughter.

What if she’s not yours?

It’d be for the best. I’m damn near handicapped after my accident, barely have a job, room with my buddy, and don’t have a cent to my name. Taking on a kid when I can hardly take care of myself seems like icing on this “Fuck Terrence” cake. Still, if she’s mine, I’ll figure out how to manage.

Blood before bullshit.

I notice another text from Grandma telling me to come get my shit. Another day. Definitely not this one. Slowly, making sure the migraine doesn’t make me its bitch, coming out of the shadows like the boogieman, I crawl out of bed. I grab some clean clothes and head for the bathroom. After a quick shower and brushing my teeth, I follow my nose once again.

Charlotte is my new favorite person.

She’s cooking up something that makes my mouth water. I’m almost to the kitchen where Cal has her pressed against the counter, kissing her like he’s trying to possess her body with his goddamn devil soul when I sense someone, stopping me in my tracks.

“Hey, Smash.”

Penny sits on one end of the couch, giant headphones covering her ears rather than her usual AirPods, sipping on a bottle of water. Her blue eyes are dimmed and dark circles ring her eyes. I knew something was up at tryouts earlier today. She was off. Edgier than usual. A bomb ready to explode.

“Hey, mean-ass.” I flop down on the couch next to her, kicking my bare feet up on the coffee table. “What are you doing here?”

“Dad and Jace are watching football.” She cringes. “They’re so loud.”

I study her soft, feminine features. Penny is one of those naturally pretty girls like Charlotte, but she frowns so goddamn much you almost don’t notice. Of course I notice. My dick notices pretty things. Getting my head cracked open like an egg didn’t change shit where that’s concerned.

“It’s quiet here,” she says, hugging her knees that are pulled to her chest. Penny is covered in layers. Thick socks. Sweatpants. Hoodie.

“Thank fuck,” I murmur. “What happened today?”

Her blue eyes harden and her lips thin out as she presses them together. “I played like shit.” She shrugs. “Blame my period.”

“Don’t lie,” I drawl out. “We both know something set you off.”

She swallows, her throat moving in a way that draws the eye. “I like to dribble.”

“So you had a meltdown when I wouldn’t let you?”

“Stop talking.”

I arch a brow at her, noting how she shudders. Her fingers mash at her phone as she turns up the volume. My eyes flick to see what song she’s using to drown me out.

White noise.

Not the song, the sound.

She shoves her phone inside the pocket of her hoodie, closing her eyes. I study her features, wondering what’s going on with her. Drugs? Penny doesn’t seem the type. She’s an athlete through and through. Cares too much about being the best—which she fucking is. Despite her meltdown, she killed it today. The team is lucky to have her.

Penny cracks an eye open. When she catches me staring, her nostrils flare, and she smashes her eyes closed again. A smile tugs at my lips. She’s such a brat. A cute one, but still a brat. Always up in everyone’s shit, throwing shade at them like it’s her job in life.

She’s wearing her blond hair in a ponytail like usual. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her with it down. Ever. I’ve known her since before she hit puberty. Back when she was one of those zombie kids obsessed with her iPad and shit. It’s fascinating to me that she changed so much over the years.

Reaching over, I tap on her pert nose, getting her attention. She pulls the headphones off, her signature scowl morphing her features.

“Staring’s rude, Humpty Dumpty.”

“I wasn’t done talking to you,” I murmur. “You can’t shut people out because you don’t want to talk to them.”

I’ve hit a nerve because she bristles.

“What?” she demands, fatigue in her voice. “Are you going tell me I played like shit? That I won’t make the team?”

No tears or wobble of her lip. Nothing.

Expressionless. Seemingly uncaring.

Her eyes don’t lie, though. They flash with shame.

“You goofed on one drill,” I admit, “but, let’s be real, Penny. You whipped everyone’s ass today.”

Her blue eyes widen slightly. “I can do better.”

“I don’t doubt it.” I reach over, tugging at a loose strand of blond hair. “You made the team in case you were worried. You and Tierra both.”

She relaxes, the tension bleeding from her body. “Good.”

“You going to Roan’s New Year’s gig?”

“It’s either that or hang out with Jace and Dad.” Her lip curls up. “I’m not eager to spend an evening watching Dad suck the face off his girlfriend while Jace watches.”

“He watches them make out?” I ask, amused by this tidbit of information.

“Jace is a freak,” she reveals. “I bet he did all sorts of freaky shit in prison. Probably had orgies with guards and stuff.” Her eyes flash with wickedness. “We should ask Jordy if he was into it too.”

I smother a laugh as I imagine Penny asking Jordy what sort of sexual shit he got up to while in the pen. That poor fucking guy will never live that shit down. I sure hope Little Hoodlum was worth it all.

“Keep your ten-inch dick away from my little sister,” Cal says as he saunters into the living room.

She flips him the bird before retreating back to her headphones. Cal’s an idiot. Like I’d be trying to get into the pants of Penny English. A fucking teenager. I’m too old for her, not to mention, I prefer my women sweet.

Penny is fucking sour.

She’s way cooler as a friend who likes to give me shit any way she can.

Still, I can admit she’s pretty. She’ll make some guy her age very happy one day. Or girl. Hell, maybe she’s bumping uglies with my cousin for all I know.

The thought of Tierra fucking anyone makes me cringe.

Fucking gross.

“Dude,” Cal mutters, punching me in the arm with his good hand as he plops down on the other side of me. “What’s going on?”

I tear my stare from Penny’s nose that I only noticed tonight is sprinkled with a dash of freckles. “Hmm?”

“You, man. You’re checking Penny out.” His brow is lifted, confusion swimming in his green eyes as he picks at a frayed end of his orange cast.

“I’m not checking her out,” I grumble. I’m not. “I was checking on her. Your player ass doesn’t know the difference yet. The rest of the human population can see women as more than something to stick their dicks into.”

Cal snorts. “Please. Save me the hero speech. Like your ass wasn't fucking your way through every female at OSU.”

“Just because I like to fuck doesn’t mean I want to fuck everyone I come in contact with.”

“If you guys are done comparing who was the biggest manwhore in college, the spaghetti is ready,” Charlotte says, interrupting our bickering.

Like she has him tethered on a string, Cal rises to his feet, making his way over to her. I take the moment to peek over at Penny. Her eyes are zeroed in on them, watching them with barely hidden interest. It makes me want to ask her what she’s thinking about. When she catches me staring, she rolls her eyes, yanking off her headphones.

“Cal,” she calls out, “your ugly friend is broken. He won’t stop staring.”

I laugh, shaking my head at her as I stand. “You’re such a little asshole, English.” I hold my hand out to her, offering to help her up from the couch.

She eyes it like it’s a venomous snake. I could grab her hand and haul her up, but something in her tight expression has me dropping my hand at my side. She scrambles to her feet, unassisted, and walks around the coffee table, keeping herself at a distance from me.

The dark, disgusting thoughts that sometimes overwhelm me rear their ugly heads.

You’re a freak show, T.

They can’t look at you now.

“Don’t stand there looking like I kicked your puppy,” Penny says, her eyes sharp as she cuts them through me. “Just because I don’t wanna hold hands like a lovesick groupie doesn’t mean I don’t like you, ugly.”

Her words chase away the shadows in my mind. Penny always has a way of doing that. Cutting through the bullshit and telling it like it is, but in a way that makes you laugh.

“Yeah, yeah, mean-ass. I’m coming.” I tug on her blond ponytail. “Lead the way.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

Penny

 

Clink. Clink. Clink.

Charlotte’s fork hits her plate each time she cuts into her spaghetti, making me tense up. Cal and Terrence both twist their noodles around their forks, splattering sauce everywhere, but my sister cuts hers into tiny pieces.

We’ve gone to blows over this before.

Once, when I was twelve, I was particularly irritated by the sounds she was making and deliberately sent my milk spilling across the table and into her lap. She screeched and bitched at me for not paying attention.

But the sounds stopped.

How do I make them stop this time?

“Do you really think she’s yours?” Cal asks over a mouthful of noodles, his attention on Terrence.

I’m dragged from the clinking to inspect Terrence’s features. His full lips press together as he frowns. I skim my gaze over his uneven flesh on his head where hair doesn’t grow. The dent would be less noticeable if hair grew there. It makes me wonder if it ever will.

“It’s a real possibility the kid is mine,” Terrence says with a huff. “I need to find Lacey, but…”

Terrence might have a kid?

Interesting.

“But what?” I ask.

“I don’t even know where to start.” He scowls.

I whip out my phone, ignoring my meal. “What’s her name?”

“Lacey Henderson,” Terrence replies, his spine straightening. “She’s in Florida right now.”

“What does she look like?” My attention is on my phone as I prowl through social media on a hunt to find her, starting with Facebook.

“White. Blonde. My age.” He sighs. “It’s been years, so I don’t remember much else.”

Strange.

Nothing on Facebook.

I skip over to Instagram. Nothing there either.

“Have you asked Garrett to look into it?” Cal asks Terrence. “Maybe he could help.”

“Does Dad know her?” Charlotte pipes in, setting her fork down.

Thank baby Jesus for the reprieve.

“Lacey’s stepdad, Jack, brought the little girl in to see Garrett yesterday. I tried to talk to Jack and he flew outta there with the girl. She looks just like me.” Terrence sighs. “I want to know for sure, but I can’t figure out how to get a hold of Lacey.”

I take a moment to study Terrence. His skin is a dark, golden brown everywhere besides his pink, garish scars on the left side of his head. Mahogany-colored eyes are rimmed in thick, long black lashes that draw your attention there. His black eyebrows are a pleasant thickness—not bushy or thin—and the one over his right eye peaks a little higher than the left, as though he’s continually smirking or amused. I like how his nose is a little wide, and how his nostrils flare each time he breathes. His cheeks, chin, and around his mouth are dusted in shortly cropped black facial hair. Like his short hair on his head, his facial hair is trimmed along the edges in a blunt, precise way that makes me appreciative of the clean lines. It’s something people probably wouldn’t notice, but it’s evident he spends time making it perfect and I like that. The most intriguing part about him are his lips. They’re pink, the hue contrasting against his brown skin, drawing your eye to them. His bottom lip is a little fuller than the top one, giving him a naturally pouty look. The corners of his mouth curl slightly up, making it seem as though he’s always smiling, even when he’s not.

Charlotte continues her clinking with her fork, jolting me out of my blatant stare down of Terrence. I shudder at the sound, trying to shake off the way it affects me.

“I’ll get Jack’s address from Dad. We can pay him a visit,” I offer. “Shake him down.”

Cal snorts. “Okay, Detective English. Because, yeah, that’s how the real world works.”

I flip him off, flashing him my nastiest glare. “What are you suggesting? That he waits until she comes to him?”

“I’m just saying it doesn’t work that way, kid,” Cal explains.

“Not to mention,” Charlotte chimes in, “Dad isn’t going to give out his patients’ information.”

“Who said I was going to ask Dad?” I lift a brow. “I have my own ways of getting info from him.”

Cal rolls his eyes and Charlotte frowns in disapproval. Terrence, though, narrows his eyes at me, searching for my sincerity.

“We’ll get to the bottom of this,” I tell him.

His lips quirk up on one side in a boyish grin that makes my stomach tighten for some weird reason. Again, I blame my period and Charlotte’s spaghetti.
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The moment Cal starts mauling Charlotte in the kitchen as she tries to clean up dinner, I bail. Grabbing my coat, I toss it on and slip out of the cabin. A blast of cold air chills me to the bone, but I suck in a deep, steadying breath and walk down the porch steps.

Outside, it’s quiet.

Soundless.

Perfect.

Tiny dots of snow land on my face, cooling pinpricks on my warm skin. I close my eyes, reveling in the chilly silence. A soft click can be heard and then muted footsteps. The frigid evening air is blocked by a solid wall of heat. My heart rate speeds up, making blood rush to my ears, creating a white noise of sorts.

I snap my eyes open, craning my head to look up at the man standing in front of me. Too close. Too close and yet I don’t step away. He’s tall like Cal, though maybe not quite his height. His head is tilted down as he stares at me, brows furled.

“What?” I grind out, my voice husky sounding.

“You shouldn’t be out here alone.” His words are a gentle whisper. “Not after what happened with your sister.”

The heat that was coiling in my belly cools. “They’ve been dealt with, remember? The Cunninghams aren’t running loose and certainly aren’t concerned with me.”

A blast of wind whistles past us, sending loose strands of my hair sticking to my face. Terrence raises his hand, making me tense. My frown deepens when he uses a finger to hook across the hairs, catching them in his grip. A shudder trembles through me as he tucks the hair behind my ear.

Why is he touching me?

Why don’t I hate it?

“You know you can talk to me,” Terrence rumbles, the gravel in his words rolling over my skin in a painful way.

I recoil, taking a necessary step back. “About what?”

His droopy eye is no longer noticeable as his eyes narrow to slits. “Everything. Anything. Nothing.”

Sounds like too many words.

“I don’t like talking,” I bite out. “Talking is stupid.”

It is. So stupid.

“What if I was the one who needed to talk to you?” Vulnerability shines in his reddish-brown eyes that seem to burn with intensity.

“I’d say talk to yourself,” I huff, crossing my arms over my chest.

“Ouch.” He grimaces. “I thought we were cool, Penny.”

Guilt claws at me, tearing holes into the impenetrable walls I keep around myself.

“We’re cool, dent head,” I grumble. “I’m just not a good listener. Or talker.”

“You’re good with Tierra,” he argues, his head tilting to one side as he scrutinizes me. “And she talks a whole fucking lot.”

“You really need to talk to me?” I arch a brow up. “What about Cal? Roan? Jordy?”

“They don’t get…us.”

His words have my blood freezing in my veins. “There’s nothing wrong with me,” I shriek, my tone shrill. “I’m fine.”

Bile rises in my throat.

He can see?

Terrence knows about the sounds? About the maddening shit that goes on inside my head every day? How? How does he know?

My body shivers and my shoulders hunch.

Will Dad find out? Will he make me see a shrink? Will I have to quit basketball?

“You’re cold,” Terrence whispers as he steps closer, his massive hands curling around my shoulders, sealing in the warmth he emanates. “You need to get back inside.”

“I n-need to g-go home,” I chatter out. I hate how weak my voice sounds. Like I might cry. I don’t cry, especially not in front of others.

Concern flashes in his eyes as he dips lower to search my face. Enough searching. I don’t want him to find what I try desperately to keep under control.

“Penny—”

“Stop touching me!” I yell, shoving him as a ball of emotion forms in my throat.

His eyes flash with hurt as though I’ve wounded him. This makes the tension in my stomach tighten further. I like Terrence. I don’t want to hurt his feelings. But he doesn’t understand what it’s like to be me. He wants to talk because we’re the same? We’re not even on the same plane of existence.

Terrence is normal. Perfect, even with his uneven head, drooping eye, and plentiful scars.

And I’m the definition of imperfect.

Broken and flawed and barely functioning.

“I’m sorry,” he says, his voice low and quiet, something I greatly appreciate. “I know you don’t like to be touched. I shouldn’t have touched you.”

My shoulders still burn from his hot, strong touch, yet I don’t hate the feeling. A mind at war with a body. Nerve endings flared to life at his touch and shot lasers of heat to foreign parts of me. It’s my brain that hates the idea. Not him. Everyone.

I’m alone in this madness.

“At least call me and let me know you made it home safely,” he pleads. “I don’t like the idea of you driving at night in the snow.”

I shove my hand into my pocket to retrieve my phone. “Put your number in,” I bark out harshly. “I’ll text you.”

He grins, his expression one of relief. “Thank you.”

I try not to stare at him as the phone lights up his face. Something about him makes my eyes keep wandering his way. Like he’s a magnet and I’m drawn to his face. I don’t like it. I don’t like strange feelings like this. I’m so used to being bothered by everyone because they won’t shut the fuck up that this is confusing for me.

And that’s just his face.

His body is also one you can’t help but look at. Thick neck with prominent Adam’s apple that moves when he laughs and swallows. Broad shoulders sculpted with muscles that strain against his hoodie fabric. Biceps that seem to bulge as he types on my phone.

The phone that’s four inches from his face.

“Why are you holding it so close?” I demand.

“So I can see it, mean-ass.” His sharp jaw clenches and I know I’ve hit a nerve.

“Get some glasses.” I snatch my phone from him to read his contact info. “Smash, huh?”

“I like it better than ugly.”

My stomach twists painfully at his words. Why am I this way? I don’t understand how to be soft like Charlotte or Hollis. I’m jagged and sharp. I tear things, even when I don’t want to.

“You’re still a dent head, Smash.”

“And you’re still Satan. Text me later.”

He steps forward like he wants to hug me but then thinks better of it. With a quick nod of his head, he limps back into the cabin, clicking the door quietly closed behind him. My heart throbs at the cold emptiness that seems to linger in the air around me.

I realize, for the first time, I miss a sound.

The sound of his voice.

Something’s happening to me.
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Terrence

 

I stare down at my phone in shock. It’s been three days since I last spoke to Penny, so I’m surprised to see a text from her. The one and only other time she texted was to tell me she was home.

Penny: I have a lead.

Scrubbing my hand over my face, I try to make sense of what she could possibly mean. Several guys at the gym eye me with pity in their eyes as they walk by. I hate that shit. Sure, I look like a fucking joke with my scars and shit, but I’m not some broken, weak man. I’m here at the gym with them benching every bit as much as them.

Me: For?

Penny: I know you broke your head but come on. Your baby momma, Smash.

My spine stiffens.

Me: What is it? Tell me.

Penny: I got an address.

Me: You asked your dad?

She sends me about forty eye roll emojis.

Penny: No, dummy. I went to “visit Roux and Emilia” and stopped by Dad’s office. Since Bonnie was out to lunch, I took it upon myself to rummage through her files. I got the goods. Where am I picking you up?

I groan as my eyes search out the guys. The other three Hoodlums plus Hollis are running on the treadmill. Since that shit hurts my leg and my head for that matter, I told them I’d stay at the dumbbells.

Me: The gym on Fourth Street. I need twenty minutes to shower.

Penny: I’ll be waiting out front. Bright orange Jeep. Your blind ass can’t miss it.

It’s my turn to shoot off a bunch of eye roll emojis.

Me: See you in twenty, mean-ass.

I grab my bag and walk over to where the guys are. They’re all running as hard as they can like they’re in a race against each other. Since Cal has the longest legs, he’s the least winded.

“I’m gonna grab a shower and bail,” I say to Cal.

“Dude, you rode with me,” Cal reminds me, his breathing labored from exertion.

“Change of plans. Penny’s picking me up.”

Like they’re fucking twins, Hollis and Roan both smash the stop button on their machines, fiery eyes directed my way.

Whoa. What the fuck?

“Penny?” Hollis demands, his blue eyes flashing. “Why?”

Jordy smirks at me while Cal laughs his stupid ass off. Roan scowls, his arms crossing over his massive chest.

Fuck these fuckers.

“What?” I demand.

“She’s a kid,” Hollis bites out.

Roan nods, his eyes narrowed.

“Fuck all of y’all,” I snarl, shaking my head. “It’s not like that and you fucking know it.”

Cal hits the button on his machine and hops off. “Cut him some slack. Even if he did want into that psycho’s pants, do you think she’d actually let him?”

Jordy laughs, earning scowls from Hollis and Roan.

“What?” Jordy says. “Cal’s right. I’m pretty sure Penny is asexual or whatever the fuck it is when you don’t care about anyone or anything.”

“It’s called being a bitch,” Cal offers unhelpfully.

“Shut up,” I warn, pinning him with a glare. “Penny’s not a bitch.”

Roan and Hollis chuckle.

“She kind of is,” Roan says.

“You’re a bitch,” I bite out, shoving Roan’s shoulder. “You’re all bitches.”

They all crack up, amused at my irritation.

“All right,” Cal says, smacking me on the back. “Get out of here. I’ll see you at home later.”

I flip the guys my middle finger, earning more laughter. “Idiots.”

“You love us,” Roan calls out.

Smirking, I head to the showers. I’m in and out quickly. Once I’m dressed, I head out of the gym, grateful to see Penny is already waiting in her obnoxious orange Jeep. I fling open the door, toss my bag into the back, and then climb into the passenger seat. I expect to be assaulted by teeny-bopper music, but instead, I notice the stereo is turned off. I’m thankful because I feel the slight teasing of a migraine coming on.

“What’s up?” I say in greeting, reaching forward to turn the vents on me since it’s cold as fuck outside.

“The sky.” She lifts a brow at me. “What’s wrong?”

I frown, shrugging. “Headache.”

“You have medicine for it?”

“In my bag.”

She thumps me in the arm. “So take it.”

“I have to eat first,” I grumble, rubbing the sore spot. “I’ll be fine.”

“I don’t need you wussing out on me,” she says as she peels out, fishtailing in the parking lot. “We’ll grab food and then shake down that fucker.”

“Hey, chill,” I grunt out. “You said you had an address. You didn’t say shit about shaking down Jack. What the fuck does that even mean anyway? Shaking down?”

“You let me do the talking. You can be the muscle. It means we get in his face and demand answers. I looked the dude up on social media. He’s like Jace and Dad’s age minus the muscle plus a slight beer belly. We can take him.”

“I’m not looking to get my ass arrested, Penny.”

“Don’t be dramatic.” She takes a turn sharply, nearly sending me flying into her seat.

“Who taught you how to drive?” I snap. “Cal?”

“Stop talking.”

This girl is so fucking infuriating sometimes. My head hurts and she’s pissing me off. I scowl, glaring out the window as I hold on for dear life. Finally, she whips into a fast food parking lot, headed for the drive-through.

“Want to go inside? Make a plan first?” I ask, staring at her profile.

She winces, shaking her head hard enough her blond ponytail swishes from side to side. “Nope. We can eat in the car.” She cuts her blazing blue eyes my way. “So long as you don’t smack when you chew.” Disgust has her lip curling up.

“You’re a strange one, English.”

My words make her frown, which makes me wish I could reel them back in. Unfortunately, when my head fucking hurts, it’s harder to be nice. I choose silence instead. We reach the intercom and before I can open my mouth to tell her what I want, she orders for me.

This goddamn girl…

It’s then I realize she ordered my burger just the way I like it. Light mustard, no onions, three pickles. Not two. Two pickles don’t make it tangy enough. Three is exactly right. She even says those precise words to the person on the intercom, threatening she’ll return it if they don’t add that third pickle on there.

The person over the intercom is annoyed by the sigh they give her, but Penny is unruffled. She pulls up to the window and tosses money at the lady.

“I can pay for my own shit,” I grit out.

She makes a derisive snort. “This isn’t a date. It’s called convenience. Your bag is in the back. You pick up the tab next time.”

Now I feel stupid.

This girl makes me crazy.

The lady hands her our drinks and then the bag. Penny refuses to leave until she’s checked over my burger, taking it upon herself to see if they’ve added that third pickle. Once she’s satisfied, she hands me the bag and peels out. We drive out of the parking lot and then end up in an abandoned church parking lot. It’s quiet, which I like.

Penny pulls out her AirPods and reaches for her phone. Once again, she turns on her white noise song and then pops the pods into her ears. Her hand sticks out impatiently, waiting for me to pass her her food.

My eyes remain fixated on her as I give her the burger and fries. She jolts when our fingertips touch, snatching her food back. I’m going to have to remember to ask Hollis what her deal is about not being touched.

But then he’d want to know why I want to know that…

Yeah, not asking her older brother about that shit.

Not looking to get killed by Hollis any time soon.

I devour my burger and fries before downing half my Coke. Once I’m full and feeling marginally better, I reach into the back to locate my medicine in my bag. I take my pills and then relax in my seat with my eyes closed, waiting for her to finish.

When I feel her stare burning into me, I peek over at her. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“How did you know what I wanted? You stalking me?” I arch a playful brow at her.

Her dark blond lashes that are makeup free flutter hard as she dramatically rolls her eyes. “Gross.”

I try to laugh off her comment, but it digs right in, finding the nerve that’s all too sensitive lately. I’m fucking terrible to look at. I know this. It’s why I avoid mirrors if at all possible.

“Hey, Smash,” Penny barks out. “Stop feeling sorry for yourself. I was saying your ego is gross, not your face.”

“But my face is…”

“Stop fishing for compliments.”

I bark out a laugh. “I’m not fishing.”

“You are. Stop talking.”

“You can’t just make me shut up—”

She leans over the console, her hand covering my mouth. I’m stunned over the fact she’s willingly touching me. What’s more confusing is the way her features seem softer than ever before. Our eyes collide, and for a moment, we’re frozen as we stare at each other. I almost feel as though she has the power to probe inside my mind, peeking in the dark corners and inspecting each cranny. All I can do is allow the mental assault.

It doesn’t feel bad.

No one’s bothered to come looking in the way she’s doing right now. My heart rate speeds up. I notice details about her. Like the single beauty mark on her slender, creamy neck. It’s a dark contrast on her pale skin and I grow fixated on it. The mark is directly over her pulsing vein, causing it to move with each throb.

With her up close, I catch her scent. A sweet smelling one. Not like Charlotte’s girly perfume that sometimes agitates my head. No, Penny smells like a flower after the rain. Fresh and clean and delicate. Not overpowering. I have an intense craving to lean forward, dragging my nose along the side of her neck to see if her beauty mark smells sweet too.

Something in the air shifts.

The quiet transforms into a living entity that threads between us, dragging emotions out of her head into mine and mine to hers.

I sense her confusion. Anger. Excitement. Fear.

I’m sure she can feel my pain, my wonder, my loneliness.

Slowly, she peels her palm from my mouth. “Your face is not gross.”

It’s not a compliment. Not even close. She says her words in such a Penny way. Harsh and blunt and borderline cruel. Yet, it still feels like praise.

“If you’re done creeping on me, let’s make a plan,” she says, her voice lacking its usual sass.

“It’s not creeping when you enjoy it.”

She scoffs. “I did not enjoy you staring inside my crazy-ass head.”

So she felt it too?

Like her mind was being penetrated by me?

“As you probably just realized,” I murmur. “I’m the crazy one here.”

No sense in denying the fact it felt like she was staring inside of me too.

Her eyes sweep over my face, landing on my mouth. “Hush.”

I nod at her, pressing my lips together. The last thing either of us needs is her trying to shut me up again. Next time, I might run my fingers through her silky blond hair or kiss that beauty mark on her neck.

She peels out of the empty parking lot, driving like a psycho. It’s just the reality check I need. What the fuck is wrong with me? She’s a damn teenager. I’m not some perv. It annoys me that I even considered kissing any part of her.

It’s Penny, for fuck’s sake.

Bratty, annoying, mean-ass Penny.

God sure did make her fucking pretty to mess with my head.

Maybe I never woke from that coma. Maybe this is hell. Penny as my very own little Satan… Not sure I exactly hate the idea.

Which means, maybe I’m not in hell at all, and instead going for a joy ride with a grumpy angel.

I glance over at her, admiring her beautiful features.

Fuck.

She’s definitely an angel.

An angel I’m suddenly all too smitten with.

I’m so fucked.
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Penny

 

Something’s wrong with me.

I’m sick. More so than usual. It’s like all the strange things that go on inside my head are traveling. Making my chest feel tight or my stomach twist violently. My skin burns and my palms are sweaty. The most unusual feeling is in my pelvis. Aching. Throbbing. And I’m not even on my period anymore.

It’s Terrence.

Each time I’m around him, my body goes haywire.

I don’t like it. I don’t like him.

Liar.

Ignoring the quiet whisper in the back of my mind, I follow the instructions of my GPS. It’s on silent, but I glance at the roads and suggested turns as they approach. Once, I tried to keep the volume on, but it was so damn annoying, I had to pull over and find the mute. I don’t understand how anyone can put up with that supposedly pleasing voice telling them where to go.

I pull into a crappy neighborhood, searching for the house number. Slowly, I drive past, trying to catch a peek.

“Is that it?” Terrence asks, leaning over the console to peer through my window.

“Yeah. I’m going to park a few houses down and we—”

“Not we,” he bites out. “Me. Dude’s an asshole. I don’t want you near him.”

Anger surges up inside me as I pull into someone else’s driveway to turn around. “I’m going.”

As soon as I pull to a stop, Terrence grips my wrist. The touch sends a jolt of electricity zapping through me, but it’s not unpleasant. I don’t pull from his hold.

“I’m going,” I say with a little more venom.

His mahogany eyes bore into me. “You’re not, Penny.”

“I—”

“Jesus Christ,” he snaps. “I said no. This guy gives me a bad feeling. I want to keep you safe.”

I gape at him. “Why? You’re not my brother or my keeper!”

His thumb strokes over my skin, causing my heart to skidder to a stop. “Please let me keep you safe.”

Unbelievable.

“No,” I grumble. “We’re doing this together or not at all.”

He’s pissed based on the way his nostrils flare like a bull ready to charge. “Goddammit, English.”

“Let’s go. Like I said, let me do the talking,” I tell him as I climb out.

He follows behind me, stomping through the snow like a bratty toddler. A smile tugs at my lips. It quickly melts away when we start up the driveway to this house. It’s in dire need of repair. The roof is sagging in areas and the siding is hanging off in some spots.

“You think anyone is here?” Terrence asks. “I don’t see any lights on.”

“I guess we’ll find out,” I mutter, carefully climbing the slippery concrete steps.

I knock on the door—three short raps—and then wait, actually welcoming any sounds for once. Footsteps approach and then the door creaks open. An older white woman with a sour expression answers the door.

“Can I help you?” she snaps.

“I’m here to see Zella.”

Terrence stiffens beside me. I realize he may not have even known her name. When I looked at the file earlier, I discovered her name is Zella Teejay Henderson.

The woman frowns. “You’re the replacement sitter?”

Before I can answer her, a little girl peeks her head around the woman’s leg. My heart clenches like it does whenever I see Sebban, something I don’t quite understand, but don’t hate.

“Hi, Zella,” I chirp, pretending to sound like Charlotte since she puts everyone at ease. “I’m Penny.”

Zella’s familiar brown eyes pin me. “I’m not allowed to talk to strangers.” The quiet whisper—almost inaudible—makes me want to snatch her and steal her for Terrence. She’s obviously his. They make the same sad expressions and have the same eyes.

“It appears this will be your new sitter, Zella,” the woman says. Then, her eyes dart over to Terrence. “Mr. Henderson won’t allow you to bring your boyfriend over. He’s strict.”

Boyfriend?

I almost laugh.

But Terrence slings his arm over my shoulders, making me freeze at his possessive touch.

“Don’t worry, ma’am,” Terrence rumbles. “We’re just stopping by. She’ll come alone next time.”

“Marilyn,” the woman says. “My name is Marilyn. Come inside for a bit then.”

She and the little girl step aside, allowing us entry. Terrence’s arm slides off my shoulders, his palm settling at the small of my back, as he guides me in. I know we’re playing a part, but I can’t explain the jackhammering of my heart.

“Have a seat. I can make some tea,” Marilyn offers. “Zella likes Earl Gray with a bit of cream, don’t you sweetie?”

Zella nods, her array of tight, golden curls bouncing. Since I want this lady to leave us be, I force a smile.

“I’ll have it the same way then,” I say to Marilyn.

The woman walks away, leaving me and Terrence with the girl. She sits on the love seat, her curious eyes sweeping over me and then Terrence. He sits on the sofa, angling his body toward her and leaning forward. I sit beside him, studying her.

Her dark eyebrows are pinched together and she frowns. Most kids around her age are bouncing around and getting into trouble. They most certainly can be noisy. Sebban is definitely a rambunctious, noisy kid.

“How old are you?” I ask.

“Four and a half.”

Terrence tenses from beside me.

“When’s your birthday?”

She frowns harder. “April.”

Terrence curses. I elbow him to keep his emotions in check. The dates must be adding up for him.

“My birthday is in April too,” I tell her. “I’ll be eighteen. Are you going to have a party?”

Her gaze falls to her lap and she shrugs. Silence cloaks the room, and for the first time ever, I don’t welcome it. When I was her age, Mom and Dad always had elaborate birthday parties for us. Tons of kids were invited. Cool cakes and themed decorations. Presents galore. She seems as though she doesn’t know what a real party would be like.

“Where’s your mother?” Terrence demands.

I punch his leg. “Stop talking.”

He shoots me a furious glare, but I ignore him.

Marilyn storms around the corner, her face red and her phone in her grip. “What did you say your name was again? Was it Phoebe?” Her tone is shrill and it makes me break out into an uncomfortable sweat. “Mr. Henderson said the new sitter wouldn’t be by until tomorrow.”

Crap.

Busted.

“Sorry to impose,” I say quickly. “We’ll leave. We don’t want you to get into trouble.”

We rise from our seats. I snatch Terrence’s hand, dragging him away from the girl. He seems to be stalling, which is super annoying considering how big he is.

“See you soon, Zella,” I assure her.

Her eyes lift once more, but they’re watery with tears. I don’t like this. Nothing about her situation feels right. Leaving seems like a mistake, but based on the furious vibes Marilyn is putting off, I think it’s best we leave before she calls the police.

Zella manages a small wave before she dips her head again. I tug Terrence out of the house. His body thrums with anger. It ripples off him, intense and out of control. I manage to get him over to the Jeep and we climb inside. Once I peel out, I take in a calming breath.

“That’s my kid, Penny,” Terrence croaks out. “What the fuck do we do?”

I don’t know what to do.

Dad will know.

“We’re going to get help,” I assure him.

He buries his face in his palms. I can feel his frustration pulsating through the air. The urge to comfort him is overwhelming. I don’t know why I feel differently around Terrence. It’s bothersome, but not always in a bad way. Just noticeable. Constant. Penetrating. I can’t ignore it.

We drive back to Dad’s loft. I’d never tell Mom, but I prefer it over Aunt Karen’s house. Aunt Karen’s place squeaks and groans like ghosts roam. At Dad’s, it’s more insulated or something. It just feels quieter. That is, when Jace, my prison pet, isn’t running his mouth.

After I park in the underground garage, Terrence follows me into the elevator. I sneak a peek at him. He’s scowling, his jaw clenching over and over. It makes me wonder if I placed a palm on his cheek, would he relax. Fisting my hand so I don’t do anything dumb like touch his face, I look away. The elevator dings for Dad’s floor. I walk a little too quickly to escape the prickly awareness that seems to poke at me whenever Terrence is near and enter our loft.

Jace is sitting in a chair with some redhead on his lap, sucking his face.

Gross.

“Ew, dogs aren’t allowed on the furniture,” I tell him. “I’m gonna tell Dad.”

Jace’s rumbling laugh has his girl pulling away in irritation. “Happy to see you too, squirt.”

“I brought company.” I nod toward Terrence. “We have family business to discuss. Tell your Tinder skank it’s time to leave.”

The woman scoffs, climbing out of his lap to glower at me. “I don’t know who you think you are, little girl, but you need to respect your elders.”

“Brittany, just go,” Jace says.

“Tiffany,” she snaps. “And I was here first.”

“We had this threesome pre-scheduled,” I say with a shrug. “Take your saggy vagina lips to someone else’s apartment. Jace is ours.”

He starts laughing and Terrence shakes his head beside me.

“You’re a kid!” she screeches.

“Seventeen. They’re so fucking kinky,” I taunt. “Jace is desperate for another prison sentence.” I pretend to whisper to her. “He prefers boys, so he’s trying to get back to OHP where the boys are plentiful. Looks like fucking a teenager might be his fast-track ticket back.”

She gasps, her eyes darting over to Jace. “You’re a pervert?”

He shrugs. “It would appear that I am.”

“Bye, Brittany!” I call out. “He’ll write from prison! Hope you like gay porn stories!”

The door slams shut, a sound I don’t mind considering it means she’s gone.

“Why you gotta be so gross, pet?” I ask, dropping into the chair next to him. “Now our house smells like hoes. Where’s Dad?”

“He ran out. Should be back soon. Thanks for cockblocking,” Jace says, amusement in his tone.

“I did you a favor. Now you can remain STD-free. You’re welcome.” I flash him a bitchy smile. “Terrence found his kid. We’re gonna steal her.”

Jace’s amber eyes widen. “Slow down, brat. Rewind.”

“He’s old,” I whisper to Terrence, who sits down on the sofa. “We have to talk slow for him.”

Jace smacks my arm. “Stop being a bitch and get to explaining.”

“Don’t touch me,” I grind out, hissing at him. “I honestly don’t want to have to say it twice. I’ll wait for Dad.”

The room falls blissfully silent. I close my eyes, reveling in the absence of sound. Seconds later, the quiet is interrupted when Dad enters the loft, a sack in his hand.

“Hey, princess,” Dad calls out as he heads into the kitchen. “Hey, Terrence.”

After he drops his bag off, he comes into the living room. His eyes dart around to the three of us, waiting for someone to speak.

“Jace almost got crabs, but I rescued him,” I reveal. “Seriously, stop bringing skanks here or I’m moving in with Cal.”

Dad snorts. “It’s bad enough one of my girls lives with Cal Hutton. Two is out of the question.” He crosses his arms over his chest. “What’s going on? Be serious.”

“We went to his house,” Terrence mutters. “She’s mine. Zella is mine. The dates add up, man.”

Dad glowers at me. “What the hell did you do, Penny?”

“I peeked at her file and found her address.” I shrug. “Smash and I went to pay her a visit—”

“You can’t do shit like that,” Dad barks out, throwing his hands in the air. “I don’t even have to tell you the laws you violated that could put my practice in jeopardy.”

“But he wants to name them all,” Jace taunts. “I can see him reciting them in his head. Come on, Gary, tell us all about the penal codes—”

“You’re a fucking idiot,” Dad growls at his best friend, shooting him the bird. “Besides that very important fact, you could have endangered yourself, Penny!”

I curl my lip up, edgy from the decibel of Dad’s voice. “I had a bodyguard. Terrence had my back.”

Dad shoots Terrence a murderous glare. “It was stupid.”

“Anyway,” I grind out, annoyed he won’t let me finish without flipping a gasket. “I looked this dude up on social media. He’s a total fuddy-duddy old man with a beer belly. We were fine. Now focus on the main part of the story.”

Dad scowls, but I continue.

“Zella is Terrence’s. There’s no doubt about it. The timeline matches up. We need to get Blowjob Barbie to help us get her back,” I exclaim.

Jace chuckles. “Blowjob Barbie. I’m so gonna call Samantha that when I see her next time.”

Dad pinches the bridge of his nose before finally sitting down next to Terrence. “We can pursue this. Legally. No more recon missions. I’m serious.” He turns to Terrence. “You want to see that little girl? Then you need to play by the rules.”

Jace leans into me. “Your dad has such a hard-on for rules.”

“And you have a hard-on for skanks in spandex. We all have our faults, pet.”

“Let me…” Dad trails off. “Let me get with Samantha and we’ll get the ball rolling.”

Terrence clears his throat. “I, uh, just started my job as coach, so I can pay my way now. For everything.”

Dad arches a brow at him. “I can barely afford Samantha. Trust me, she’s too expensive. I’ll handle it.”

“She does me for free,” Jace says, his lips curling into an evil grin. “Does Jordy for free too.”

“Maybe Samantha has a hard-on for deviance,” I offer. “In that case, Terrence is a shoe-in for Blowjob Barbie pro bono work.”

“Penny,” Dad says in exasperation.

“Yes, Daddy?” I bat my lashes at him.

He sighs heavily. “You’re my most difficult child.”

“It’s why I’m your favorite,” I explain slowly because he’s old.

The smirk on his face tells me I’m not wrong.

Terrence’s penetrating stare has me recoiling. Dad and Jace start discussing something, but I lose focus, fixated on the way Terrence sees inside of me.

With Terrence, I sort of forget about my walls. He’s seen me break down a few times lately. When I’m around Dad, I have to keep a huge-ass brick wall up in front of me. He’s a doctor and senses when people aren’t right.

I like my life, even if it is a little loud.

I certainly don’t need Dad giving me pills to numb my world, or worse yet, send me away to some asylum because everyone around me makes me positively insane simply by breathing, chewing, and existing.

Terrence’s eyes narrow. He sees me. Thankfully, for me, his nice pink lips stay firmly pressed together. Our secret. I can handle Terrence knowing I’m a freak, but if I want to stay Daddy’s favorite, I need to keep this little tidbit away from my father.
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Terrence

 

Every time I close my eyes, I see her face.

My daughter. She has to be. I see Lacey in her, but I see so much of me. With thoughts of Zella comes the anger. Why was she kept from me for four and a half years?

Lacey owes me an explanation.

Furthermore, she needs to explain why she’s not here with her.

I’ll make her talk to me eventually.

In the meantime, I have Samantha on the case. I only answered a thousand questions this morning over the phone. She promised to get the ball rolling on requesting a paternity test. I’m going to go crazy until I find out for sure.

“I can’t wait to see baby Emilia,” Charlotte chirps from the front seat of Cal’s truck. “I never get enough of her.”

Cal reaches over and takes Char’s hand, bringing it to his lips, and kisses it. They share a quiet moment, loaded with unspoken words. I’m glad this girl has my best friend. She’s his, which means he’ll take care of her until his dying breath. Maybe one day they’ll pop out a kid like Little Hoodlum and Jordy.

Then all the Hoodlums will have kids.

When the fuck did we grow up?

My phone buzzes in my jeans’ pocket. I pull it out and sigh after reading the text.

Grandma: Come get your mail, Terry.

Me: I will this weekend.

“Goddammit,” Cal complains. “Someone needs to teach that brat how to fucking park.”

Charlotte and I both laugh.

“Let’s hope you’re not the teacher,” Charlotte says. “You suck at it yourself.”

We all climb out and I smirk at the fact Penny drove her orange Jeep around all the other cars, parking in front of them, right in front of the stairs at Hollis and Roan’s. She drives and parks just like Cal. It’s fucking funny to me.

I head up the steps behind Cal and Charlotte, nursing my leg. It’s been aching today, putting me in a bitchy-ass mood.

The front door opens and the first thing I notice is the music. It’s not loud by any means and mostly background, but it’s still more than I care for these days. I grit my teeth and endure as I make my way inside. Their quaint apartment is decorated with gaudy New Year’s gold and silver. The table is loaded down with snacks and shit. I forget what a little entertainer Hollis is until it’s time for a birthday party or holiday. It makes me wonder if his siblings are the same way.

Charlotte, sure.

Penny, no way.

I find my grumpy girl sitting cross-legged in the recliner, a beanie pulled low over her brows, nearly covering her eyes. It’s her outfit, though, that has me freezing.

I’ve only seen Penny once in something that wasn’t comfortable and baggy. At Jordy’s wedding. And back in October, I was still so fucked up from my migraines, I didn’t take the time to notice.

I notice now.

Fuck.

An irrational spike of anger shoots through me, jealous of anyone who can see her. A quick assessment of the people here has me relaxing. They’re all taken or related to her, aside from Lo, who’s chatting it up with Roan, and he’s gay.

Chill the hell out, man.

Her expression is a bit more scowly than usual tonight. But she’s wearing makeup. Her lashes have been painted with mascara and her blue eyes are lined with black eyeliner. Pouty lips are stained Barbie pink and she chews on her bottom one like it’s personally wronged her. I skim my gaze to her outfit that made me crazy in three seconds flat. Dark, painted on skinny jeans that have more holes than actual material covers her long, slender legs. She wears a black pair of ankle boots that I’m shocked she even owns. Her white tank under her black, fitted leather jacket is loose and hangs low. A long, black necklace sits right between her perky tits, a bunch of silver and gold house keys attached. The tank is thin, so you can see the outline of her black bra underneath.

I can’t with this goddamn girl.

“Smash,” she says, tipping her head at me, barely looking up from her phone. “What’s up?”

Ignoring the laughter of the guys in the kitchen, I stalk over to Penny. I sit down on the coffee table right in front of her, drinking in her sweet floral scent. Fuck. She’s too fucking pretty and distracting.

Only seventeen.

Until April…

The thought feels like a lifeline I cling to. Soon she’ll be legal. And then what? I don’t like Penny. Not like a chick I want to stick my dick into.

No, you like her more than that.

She starts to shed her leather jacket. My mouth goes dry as she reveals her creamy arms that have cute curves of muscle from her being on the basketball team.

I’m not going to survive her.

I can feel it in my bones.

I’m going to do something regrettable—something that breaks the Hoodlum code.

Because… fuck.

“Put your jacket back on,” I bark out, leaning forward and resting my elbows on my knees so I’m in her personal space.

Her lip curls up as icy blue eyes sear into me. “I’m hot.”

No fucking kidding.

My jaw clenches as I drop my stare to her sassy mouth. “Penny…”

“Stop talking.”

Our gazes meet and there’s amusement in her blazing blue eyes. Fuck if it doesn’t make my dick hard, too. For a girl who’s grumpy as shit, I suddenly feel the urge to amuse her a helluva lot more. My lips quirk up on one side as I let loose a chuckle.

“Fine, brat,” I say with a grumble. “You don’t want to talk to me, I’ll go talk to someone else.”

She kicks out one of her booted feet, planting it between my spread legs. “Stay here, Smash.” Her words are warm and playful.

She leans forward until her face is close to mine. It’s then I notice her AirPods are in. Her blond hair that’s usually in a ponytail is loose and is in messy waves that suit her. I crave to reach out and twist a silky strand around my finger.

I bite down on the inside corner of my bottom lip, roaming my stare over her made-up face to her pink lips. “So you’re going to talk to me?”

Her lip curls up and it’s hella cute. “I guess.”

“Good,” I murmur. “I like talking to you.”

She parts her lips when I toy with the keys hanging from her necklace. I tug on it, pulling her closer.

“I gotta tell you a secret.” I flash her a grin. “Come here.”

A gasp escapes her when I pull her closer to me by her necklace. I pluck the AirPod out of her ear, leaning in to whisper to her. “You look beautiful, mean-ass. So beautiful I can’t stop staring at you.”

“I’m not a ball in your court, player,” she says, pressing a finger to my lips and pushing me away from her.

Her words sting, but I guess I had them coming. It’s not like Cal and I didn’t try to fuck the entire female population in Oregon. There’s no hiding that fact.

“Don’t hate the player, hate the game,” I tease, grinning at her.

She does her dramatic eye rolling that has her lashes fluttering wildly. “Go mack on someone else.”

“You’re the only one here.”

Her head cocks to the side, her brows furling. “There are like eight other people here if you count Emilia.”

“I only see you,” I admit.

“Ew. Save it for someone else,” she says, rising to her feet. “I’m not interested.”

Before I can even think about the fact it’s because I look like a fucking train wreck, she swirls around, her finger right in my face.

“And not because of the way you look, Smash. You fucking know it too so stop being dramatic. I happen to think the dents and scars make you look badass.” She holds out her palm. “Give me back my shit.”

I hand her the AirPod, noting her body shivers when my fingers brush against hers. She snatches it away and shoves it into her ear. This time, rather than feeling sorry for myself, I shamelessly check out her ass as she walks away.

Penny has a nice goddamn ass in a pair of skinny jeans.

Jesus.

Cal plops down in her chair, smacking my cheek. “Dude. Stop salivating over jailbait.”

“I’m not…” I trail off and shake my head. “Can you blame me? Look at her.”

He barks out a laugh. “I’m looking and all I see is smartass Penny.”

“In. Fucking. Jeans.”

“Bad idea,” he mutters. “Protective big brother in three, two…”

Hollis sits down on the arm of the chair, frowning at me. “What are you and Penny up to? Lots of secrets going on. You better not be fucking my sister.”

This fucking guy…

“I’m not fucking your sister,” I snap.

I want to…if she were older.

Hollis narrows his eyes at me, reminding me of Penny. “Probably better not even think about it either.”

Cal snorts. “Nice try, rat. He already thought it. Look at his face.”

“Traitor,” I mutter, punching Cal’s knee.

“I like you, Terrence,” Hollis says. “I don’t want to have to bust you in your good eye.”

Cal cracks up laughing, earning another punch by me to his leg.

“He actually fucked your sister, but I can’t even look at your other sister. How is that fair?” I demand. “Penny’s just my mean-ass friend. Nothing more.”

Hollis’s features soften. “She’s not like Charlotte. Penny is different. More vulnerable. Innocent. She needs more protecting.”

Damn right she does.

And I feel like it’s my job to do it, too.

I don’t tell Hollis that.

“Yeah, yeah,” I grumble. “Heard you loud and clear.”

Sure, I heard him.

Doesn’t mean I was listening, though.
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All night, I feel like Penny avoids me. She bounces from conversation to conversation, adding in her bitchy two cents, all the while leaving me to stalk her to each one. When Penny gets asked by Roux to hold her baby, Emilia, she tenses and I can tell she doesn’t want to.

“I’ll hold her,” I offer, sitting close to Penny on the sofa.

Roux flashes me a thankful smile. Jordy is in the kitchen laughing with the other Hoodlums and Hollis while Charlotte is locked in an intense conversation with Loden. It makes me feel bad Tierra couldn’t be here, but it’s her damn fault for getting grounded by Grandma.

“I’ll be right back,” Roux assures me. “I need to run to the restroom.”

She hands me the swaddled bundle. I lean back against the cushions, admiring the cute baby. Emilia is barely a week old and so damn tiny. I hold her to my chest, patting her back with my giant hand that’s damn near the length of her body.

So fucking cute.

A pang of sadness washes over me. I missed this with Zella. All this shit with Samantha is just for confirmation of what I already know. I’m sad that I’ve missed out on four years. Four years that Lacey didn’t have to parent alone. Sure, it would have sucked trying to go to college and also be a father, but I would have found a way to make it happen.

“You think she’ll be rowdy like Sebban?” I murmur, slightly nudging an all-too quiet Penny beside me.

“She’s part Hoodlum, so probably.”

Sebban is spending the night with Kelsey and Karen. Kelsey, though young and hot, is a surprisingly good grandma. I know she picks him up and keeps him a lot, which helps out Hollis and Roan with their strange work schedules.

I run a finger over the soft hair on Emilia’s tiny head. Her lips pucker as she makes a face in her sleep.

“I’ll hold her,” Penny says, her voice tight.

“You don’t have to.”

“I want to.”

I cock a brow and cut my gaze to Penny. She’s fidgety and her blue eyes storm with emotion, but she holds out her arms anyway. Carefully, I turn Emilia and then settle her into Penny’s waiting arms. My fingers brush along Penny’s bare skin and she shudders, scowling at me.

A small laugh tumbles out. “Sorry.”

Not sorry, though. I crave to run my finger along her forearm, up over the curve of her small bicep, around her shoulder, and to her neck.

I sling an arm over the back of the sofa behind Penny, leaning in so I can still look at Emilia. At first, Penny is stiff, but she relaxes, talking softly to Emilia.

With my free hand, I gently stroke Emilia’s hair again. She’s just so soft and cute. My leg starts aching, so I stretch it out, only wincing slightly. Penny nudges me with her thigh, sending currents of heat straight to my cock.

“You’re hurting,” she says, frowning my way.

“Always.”

Emilia opens her eyes, pinning us with amber ones that match her mother’s. Her face scrunches and then she lets out a grumbly-ass fart that sounds wet.

“Ew,” Penny whines. “Take her.”

“All yours, babe,” I say with a laugh.

Her eyes are fiery. “I’m serious. I hate poop.”

“And I like it?” I challenge.

“You’re a boy. Boys are gross. Just take her.”

Jordy appears, looking fatherly as fuck as he holds his hands out for his baby. “Hand her over. Roux wants to feed her anyway. I’ll go change her.”

Penny happily passes her back to her daddy. As soon as he leaves us, I realize with my arm on the sofa behind Penny and sitting so closely, we might be seen as a couple. And, for some reason, I don’t hate that fact.

Penny, however, must.

She flies off the sofa and heads toward the kitchen. Before I can go after her, I’m bombarded by Cal, who sits down in Penny’s vacated seat and proceeds to give me shit about lusting over jailbait.

I’m in so much trouble with this girl.
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Penny

 

I’m antsy. Wired. Over it. I should leave, but it’s one of those moments where I know I’ll get more shit about leaving than staying. Everyone will want to know what’s wrong and then they’ll draw conclusions that it has to be Terrence.

I don’t want them blaming him for my pissy mood.

Even if he is the reason.

Being mad at him makes no sense. He’s done nothing wrong, but I can’t help but feel edgy and bursting with energy whenever he nears me. All night, he’s been right there beside me with his intoxicating scent and addictive smile.

He makes me feel warm, but with each passing second, the heat inside me increases tenfold, leaving me a burning inferno of…something. It makes me feel out of control. For a girl who desperately needs control to feel somewhat normal, this is stressful.

I catch his dark-eyed stare as he laughs at something Loden says. They’re standing near the kitchen table, absently picking at snacks there. Loden, of course looks good in all his rock star glory, but he pales in comparison to the way Terrence’s energy pulsates like rays from the sun.

Terrence is too much…everything.

And I still can’t decide if it’s a good thing or a bad thing.

His dark jeans hug his muscular thighs, fitting him in all the right places. Rather than a hoodie, tonight he’s wearing a pale blue Henley that seems painted on his muscular frame. I’ve been captivated all night by the way the material stretches over each bulge of muscle.

Heat zaps through me again.

Like I said, he’s the sun.

Burning the fuck out of me from the inside out.

Needing an escape, I rush to the bathroom. Once inside, I splash cold water on my neck to cool off. It’s nearing midnight, which means once this countdown is over, I’m going to bail. Jordy already took Roux and Emilia home hours ago. No one will care when I sneak out too.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. I yank it out to find a text from Tierra.

Tierra: Oh my God. I’m in hell.

Me: Why did you get grounded anyway?

She’d texted last minute earlier today saying her grandma grounded her and she wouldn’t be coming to the party. I thought it was strange, but she didn’t elaborate.

Tierra: I texted him.

Me: Who?

Tierra: Tim.

Oh, fuck no. That old man who works with her dad? The same Tim she sent nudes to?

Me: Bad idea. What about the investigation?

Tierra: It was a weak moment. No need to judge.

Me: I get it, but won’t you get in trouble? Did he text back?

Tierra: He misses me too…

Me: Back away, Tee. He’s bad news. You’re in all kinds of shit over him. Don’t get pulled back into it.

Tierra: I know. I won’t.

It feels like a lie, though.

Me: Next time you feel like texting him, just text me instead.

Tierra: Yeah, I know, girl. Love you.

I’m not a gushy, lovey-dovey girl, so I just send her some thumbs-up emojis because it seems like my equivalent of a “love you.”

Tierra: Bitch.

I smirk and then send her a middle finger emoji instead. This earns me a lot of crying laughing emojis and then a sassy selfie of her in her jammies, grinning like an idiot. I give her my own selfie. I’m like her alter-ego, the unsmiling, bitchy version.

Tierra: Why you gotta be so hot, Pen? Gonna turn Queen Tee gay!

Me: Better than you texting with old perverts.

Tierra: He’s not old.

Me: Stop talking.

Tierra: Such a bitch, but you’re my bitch.

Me: Bye, bitch.

Tierra: Bye, Sociopath Barbie.

This time, I send her a mixture of thumbs-ups and middle fingers.

After wasting as much time as possible in the bathroom, I finally slip out. Everyone has migrated to the living room. The music has been turned off as they get ready for the ball to drop in New York City. Of course, it’s already flipped over into the new year hours ago and pre-recorded because we’re on opposite sides of the US. Our new year, however, is about to start.

To avoid the loud laughing and cutting up, I make my way into the kitchen. I lean my ass against the counter, crossing my arms over my chest. Waiting. Counting down. Ready to leave.

And just like that…he arrives.

Terrence James.

The beautifully broken one.

Look away, Penny.

You can’t look at the sun. You’ll go blind.

Yet, I can’t help it. My eyes lock on his as he prowls my way, something feral and ravenous in his stare that makes me shiver in a way that doesn’t feel uncomfortable.

“Hiding from me?” he asks, his lips quirking up on one side.

I roll my eyes. “Just waiting until midnight so I can leave.”

His amusement fades as he steps closer. “Then who will I talk to?”

“Cal?”

“He talks too much,” he teases, his words soft, just the way I like them.

“He does,” I agree. “He’s the mouthiest Hoodlum.”

Terrence laughs, a deep, husky sound that sends currents of electricity zapping through every last one of my nerve endings. “The guy never shuts up.”

I fixate on his neck. How can a neck be so interesting to look at? Terrence’s neck keeps my attention. Corded with muscle. Prominent Adam’s apple. Dark, golden kissed brown skin. I wonder what he smells like along his jaw line that’s trimmed neatly with short black hair.

I should be weirded out that I wonder what he smells like. It’s out of the ordinary for me to wonder such things. I’m way out of my depth, in an unknown territory of my mind. My head’s already a fucked-up, murky place. Now, I feel as though I’ve discovered a new piece of it. It’s dark and deep and I don’t know what the hell is hiding in this part of me.

It’s frightening.

And exciting.

My breath hitches when Terrence steps closer, crowding me with his massive form. A small gasp escapes me when he grabs my arms and uncrosses them from over my chest. His large hands easily encircle each bicep. He runs his hands down the lengths of my arms, settling at my wrists. After a quick squeeze, he releases them to lift my chin with a finger, forcing our stares to meet. My heart does a nervous flop inside of my chest. The burning inferno within me flares to life.

I vaguely hear the growing excitement from the living room as the countdown begins. Terrence strokes his fingers through my hair and then curls his large hand around the side of my neck. I can’t seem to understand why my body’s not going haywire from his touch or his nearness. All I know is it’s going crazy with new sensations.

Need.

Fiery want.

Explosive heat.

His dark eyes lock on mine, intent and promise gleaming in them. He drops his stare to my lips and then uses his thumb to gently drag across the bottom one.

“I’m gonna kiss you, Penny.” He smirks and lifts a brow. “What do you think about that?”

The countdown has begun, and my heart seems to thump in cadence with each passing second.

“I need words,” he rumbles. “I need you to want it too. I need—”

“Stop talking,” I bite out as I stand on my toes, bringing my face close to his.

His eyes flash with heat and then his lips brush against mine, gently at first. So soft I wonder if I imagined it. Then, his palm is clutching the back of my neck, drawing me closer so he can claim me. My lips part on a sigh, allowing him access to my mouth. The second his tongue swipes across mine, my kneejerk reaction is to recoil.

But then he groans—manly and feral and starved. It’s a sound I really, really like. I lose myself to the hungry sound as he devours me with a kiss. All I can do is clutch onto his tight shirt, pulling him closer so he can kiss me deeper.

His tongue. His teeth. His lips.

They’re all over mine, tasting and exploring and owning.

I’ve never felt so consumed in all my life.

People are yelling “Happy New Year,” but I can’t even be bothered by it because I’m frozen in this moment with Terrence James.

Sadly, he pulls away, ending our kiss.

Everything assaults me all at once. The cheers. The music. The obnoxious beating of my heart. Too much.

Terrence’s features twist from sated to concerned.

I don’t like it.

He reaches for me and I hiss.

“D-Don’t touch me!”

His jaw clenches. “Do you have your white noise? Turn it on, Penny. Do it now.”

I gape at him in horror. How does he know I need it to keep from losing my shit? Shame burns at my eyes and has my chest tightening.

Fumbling with my phone, I turn on the sound, blasting my eardrums with it. My hands tremble, and based on the worried glint in Terrence’s eyes, I can tell he wants to help.

He can’t help.

No one can.

“I need to leave,” I snap, hating how awful I sound right now.

I don’t want to leave.

I want to kiss him again and again and again.

I want to tell him my first kiss was perfect.

Instead, I storm out of the kitchen, grab my leather jacket and keys, and bolt out of the apartment without so much as a goodbye to anyone.

Why can’t I just be normal?
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“What about this shop?” Mom asks, pointing to a thrift store.

I nod absently. So much has changed since we moved from Vermont. At one time, we would’ve shopped only at the mall, not some quaint Main Street thrift shop. Back when we lived with Dad, halfway across the US, we were rich and frankly kind of snotty. But Dad lost his shit when Hollis came out gay, and we later learned Dad was having an affair. Mom picked up and moved us all the way here to Hood River, Oregon. Middle of fucking nowhere. It’s all good, though, because we found friends, and both my siblings found love.

As soon as we walk inside, I decide I like the place. It’s quiet and jammed with clothes. Mom takes off toward the career section to look for work clothes. Charlotte and I head in opposite directions as well. Charlotte’s going through a black phase right now. I can’t help but think it’s because of what happened with Ryan and Michael. But, despite what those evil fuckers did to my sister, she’s still happy and here with us.

She just likes to wear more black now.

I suppose I’m fine with that so long as we don’t lose her to drugs and depression. I’m not the best sister, emotionally, but I need my siblings to be happy and safe.

The racks I head toward are the screen-print tees. I love finding random shirts that make no sense and make people frown. Some are cheesy or too happy. I find one that says “Buicks are for Bitches.” I don’t know what it means, but it makes me smile and it’s only three dollars, so I grab it. There’s a T-shirt with a gigantic thumbs-up that says, “Cool story, bro.” I’m about to add that one to my pile when Charlotte steals it.

“I need this,” she sasses.

Shaking my head, I relinquish the shirt and discover one with a Garbage Pail Kid on it. It’s a redheaded cartoon kid whose name is “Cracked Craig.” It reminds me of Terrence, so I snag it to wear for the next time I see him.

Heat trickles down my spine, pooling in my belly as I think about New Year’s Eve. It’s been a couple of days since he kissed me and I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it. The kiss was…surprising. Unexpected. Warm and exciting.

I absolutely loved it.

Which makes me cringe because of how I abandoned him after it. I’m such a bitch. Problem is, I wasn’t trying to be bitchy. I panicked. It makes me hate the way I am even more. It was just a kiss. I’m almost eighteen, for fuck’s sake. I should be able to kiss a man and enjoy it. I should be able to do a lot more.

But I can’t.

I keep hovering over his name to text him whenever my thoughts ridicule me over my behavior, but I always chicken out.

What will I say?

I loved your kiss, but I’m fucked up, Smash. Find your girl Lacey, because clearly you two had a thing together and it was good enough to make a baby. I’m a head case who will drive you insane.

A deep sadness burrows inside of me, carving holes in my heart.

I don’t want him to find Lacey. I mean, I do for his sake so he can get crap sorted where Zella is concerned. I just don’t want him to find Lacey and remember how much he likes her. Ever since basketball tryouts last week, I’ve enjoyed the times I’ve spent with Terrence. He’s distracting from the madness inside me.

“You okay?” Charlotte asks, her brows furling as she studies me.

“I hate shopping.” Not a lie. “I want to go home.” Also, not a lie.

“Did something happen between you and Terrence?” She glances over her shoulder to make sure Mom isn’t nearby. “You can tell me if…you know…”

“Had sex?” I blurt out.

She nods. “Yeah, that.”

“I didn’t have sex with Terrence.”

“Do you want to?”

Her words have my head snapping up. “He doesn’t want to have sex with me.”

“Pen,” she says. A devious grin she no doubt learned from Cal forms on her face. “I saw the way he looked at you on New Year’s Eve.” She laughs. “Like he wanted to eat you up.”

Fire burns along my flesh, making my skin break out in a sweat.

“I kissed him,” I admit, my voice barely a whisper.

“No fucking way!” she shrieks, making me recoil at her outburst.

“Stop talking,” I grumble, shoving my shirts into her arms. “I don’t want to talk about this.”

She pouts, but I’m not falling for it. I leave her to pay for my items and make my way down the darkened hallway toward the restroom. Before I reach the restroom, I can’t help but notice a corkboard stuffed with all sorts of ads and coupons. They’re all for various shops here on Main Street, even the restaurant Jordy and Roux work at, but the one on orange paper catches my eye.

Babysitter needed for four-year-old for occasional nights and weekends. Text Jack Henderson. Reliable applicants only.

No fucking way.

I rip the ad off the wall so no one else will text him. Quickly, I fire off a text.

Me: Hello. I’m available. Penelope Morgan.

Not a total lie. It’s my full, given name minus my last name.

Unknown Number: How old are you? How did you get my number?

I save his contact in my phone and then respond.

Me: 17. Thrift store. How much?

Jackoff Henderson: Depends on your experience. $10-$14 per hour.

Me: I watch my nephew all the time. He’s that age. When should I start?

Jackoff Henderson: I think it’s best we meet first before I allow you to sit my daughter.

Daughter? Fuck this dude.

Me: Great. Where are you? I can come to you.

Jackoff Henderson: I’m at work. Do you know where the tire factory is?

Me: I’m not driving all the way to the other side of town to meet you there. Can I just come by your house later and meet the kid? I promise. I’m legit.

Jackoff Henderson: Send a pic so I know you’re not some creep.

Rolling my eyes, I switch it to selfie mode. I force one of Charlotte’s cheerleader smiles and send it to him.

Jackoff Henderson: I get off work late tonight. What about tomorrow? Can you come at noon?

Me: It might be closer to dinner, but I’ll be there. Just text me your address.

My heart is hammering in my chest. Did I really just get a job babysitting Terrence’s kid? Why? I know why. I need to help him get her back and this seems like the best way to find answers.

He’s going to freak.

Probably tell me no.

Which is why I definitely don’t need to tell him yet. Not until I find some information that could be useful to him.

I will find out where Lacey is and I will find a way to get Terrence his daughter.
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Terrence

 

I groan when I see Grandma has texted me for the millionth time.

Grandma: Come get your mail, Terry. I haven’t seen you since Christmas. I miss you.

Guilt washes over me. I really ought to swing by and see her, but I just don’t feel like it. Grandma always has shit to say and rides my ass. My head is finally starting to not fucking kill me all the time. The last thing I need is to let her get inside it. I know that a trip to pick up my mail will turn into cleaning out my room, which will turn into discussing my living arrangements. And on and on and on. Grandma, no matter how great my life is going for me, finds shit to nag at me about. Always has. I bet Tierra is having a fucking blast living there with her right now.

Me: Soon, Grandma.

As soon as I pocket my phone, I climb out of Cal’s truck I borrowed. Since it’s Sunday and he’s holed up in bed with his girl, he won’t need it. I do need to see about getting a vehicle soon. That’s one more thing Grandma will be on my shit about, too.

I notice that Penny’s orange Jeep is already here, parked on the grass near the school gym and not in the parking lot like everyone else. It brings a smile to my face. Quickly, it falls when I think about the kiss on New Year’s Eve.

Goddamn, she tasted sweet.

All I got was a tiny nibble of the forbidden fruit and damned if I wasn’t addicted. I know a kiss isn’t gonna get my ass landed in prison or anything, but if I keep obsessing over this girl, I know I’ll do more than kiss her.

Which I absolutely cannot do.

Not that I even have a choice anyway. She lost her shit a bit after the kiss. I could tell she was panicking. Whatever goes on inside Penny’s head is epic and destructive. It tears her down. That night, it tore her down right in front of my eyes. All I wanted to do was fix her. I’d felt responsible for sending her into a frenzy. Yet, before I could undo the damage, she blew out of there like a storm.

I can’t stop thinking about her mouth.

How fucking perfect that kiss was.

I’m pulled out of my daze when I walk up to the gym door at the school. Karen told me she’d open it up but that I’d need to lock it on my way out. I posted the roster on New Year’s Day on the door stating who made the team. I’m looking forward to what these girls can do. With Penny and Tierra leading them, they’re gonna go far.

As soon as I push through the door, my eyes swim through the sea of girls, landing on her. Penny. Where everyone else is shooting baskets, she dribbles around, darting left and right as Tierra tries to steal. Those two are a fucking force.

Penny’s blond hair has been pulled back in a tight, high ponytail that swings back and forth with each move she makes. Her clothes are baggy, unlike just about all the other girls who wear tanks or sports bras. Somehow, it doesn’t dampen how good she looks. Only makes her more alluring because I know what she fucking looks like under all that material.

That night of our kiss…

Fuck, she looked good.

All tight clothing and bare skin on her arms. I’d never wanted to fuck a girl as much as I did Penny English in that moment. Had her family and my friends not been around, my horny ass probably would have tried too.

Which is why I can never be alone with this girl.

I want her too much.

And despite her meltdown, she wants me too.

Considering she’s not a legal adult yet, that’s a problem. And goddammit, I have too many problems as it is.

“Hey, Coach James,” Liv says, flashing me a flirty grin. “Thanks for choosing me.”

“All came down to skills and who’s an asset to the team,” I grunt out, uncomfortable with the way she stares at me.

She steps closer. “I appreciate it. I need basketball for my college résumé.”

Her smile widens until she gets nailed in the head with a basketball. It bounces off her and rolls my way, so I stop it with my foot. She lets out a shriek, whirling around to see who hit her. My eyes land on Penny’s bored expression, but fire burns in her blue eyes.

“Oops,” Penny says. “I didn’t see you there. My bad.”

Liv rubs at her head before snatching up a ball and storming off. Penny walks over to me to retrieve her ball that’s resting under my foot.

“Violent,” I mutter, my lips curling up in amusement.

“Her head shouldn’t be so big,” Penny sasses. “Give me my ball.”

“Say you’re sorry.” I arch a brow at her.

“I already did.” Her ponytail whips to the side as she tries to kick the ball out from under my foot.

“Not to Liv, to me.”

Her blue eyes snap up to meet mine. “For what?”

“Running off like Cinderella that night.”

A pink blush covers her throat and cheeks.

I step off the ball and let out a sigh. “I’m just teasing, Penny.”

Relief flashes in her eyes, which makes my heart ache. She picks up the ball and dribbles away. I catch Tierra watching me with a black eyebrow arched high.

“Let’s run some drills,” I bark out, ignoring my cousin’s probing stare.
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Practice went well. The girls are all aggressive and eager. I quickly learned who plays best together and who doesn’t. It’s clear Liv and Penny have some bad blood, so I kept them away from each other as much as possible. Whenever I paired up Penny and Tierra against anyone else, they dominated. Unfortunately, that was low for morale, so I switched it up a lot. During a game, though, those two are going to kill it.

“Okay, ladies,” I say. “Bring it in. Let’s get some housekeeping stuff sorted.” I pull a piece of paper out from my pocket. It’s a copy of the roster of names. “First things first. We need to choose numbers for your uniforms. I need to get those ordered ASAP.”

“I’ll be number one,” Liv says, waving a hand in the air.

The girls go around me, calling out the numbers they want while I scribble them down. Tierra and Penny are locked in a quiet conversation, so they’re the only two left.

“What number?” I ask them.

“Ten,” they both say at once.

“No, girl, ten is my lucky number,” Tierra says. “Find a new one.”

Penny rolls her eyes, her lashes fluttering as she makes an annoyed face. “One?”

“Already taken,” Liv sneers. “How about zero?”

Several girls snigger. Tierra shoots Liv an icy glare, but Penny doesn’t seem to notice. Penny shrugs in agreement. Oh, fuck, no.

“Penny,” I bark out. “What number?”

“Zero, I guess.” She’s distracted. Her eyes erratically dart over to the girl next to her, who keeps hitting the bottom of her shoe against the gym floor, making it squeak.

“Seems fitting,” Liv agrees, her minions laughing.

“That’s what you want, English? To be zero?”

She shrugs again. “I don’t care. Are we done here because I want to leave?”

I let out a heavy sigh. “Yeah. We’re done. See you all at practice after school tomorrow.”

Everyone files out of the gym, but before Penny can leave, I call out her name.

“I would stay and shoot the shit with y’all, but Grandma is watching me like a hawk,” Tierra complains. “Catch up later.”

As soon as we’re alone, Penny picks up a ball and dribbles it over to the rack of balls. I scoop one up and limp my ass over there. Her eyes narrow on me, sweeping down my frame.

“You’re hurting.”

“Nah, I’m good.” I shrug and pick up another ball. “What’s wrong?”

She grabs up a ball. “You’re not good. Are you going to physical therapy?”

“Way to evade my question,” I grumble. “And no. I can do all that shit at the gym.”

“Stubborn boy.”

“Not a boy. All man here.”

She does her cute eye roll, but her cheeks turn pink again. Goddamn, she’s adorable. We finish picking up the balls. Before she can escape, I stand in front of her, peering down at her.

“Tell me what’s wrong, Zero.”

She smirks. “Nothing now that Ginny is gone.”

“Ginny? What did Ginny do to you?”

“She’s annoying.” She scowls. “Noisy.” Her chin lifts as she searches my stare. “I think you need to go back to physical therapy.”

“I said I’m good.”

“You’re not good, Smash. You’re broken. Sometimes you have to rely on others if you want to fix yourself.”

I dart my eyes down to her pink lips that are supple and begging to be kissed again. “Can I rely on you?”

“Duh.” She pokes my chest. “I have to go.”

“Why?” I ask.

She stiffens. “I have stuff to do.”

“What stuff?”

“God, Terrence,” she snaps. “Girl stuff. Period stuff.”

Liar.

I’m not stupid. She’s avoiding the topic.

“Maybe I should come with and help you do your period stuff,” I offer, challenging her with a stern glare.

“Gross.” She flips me off, storming over to her bag.

“Penny, wait,” I call out, limping my ass over to her. Maybe I will call and make an appointment. “I’m sorry.”

She whips around, her blond ponytail swinging. “I need to do this alone.”

What is this?

“Okay,” I say, holding my hands up in surrender. “I’m here if you need help. I know it’s not period shit, but whatever it is, it has you upset and distracted.”

She frowns, uncertainty flashing in her blue eyes. “I can handle it. I have to.”

“Promise me you’ll text me or call me if you can’t. I’ll be there, okay?”

“I promise.”

As she swivels to leave, I playfully tug at her ponytail. She swats at my hand, scowling at me, but the corners of her lips tug slightly up.

An almost smile.

With, Penny, I’ll take whatever I can get.

We walk outside. I lock the gym door while she continues walking. When I turn around to look for her, she’s storming toward her Jeep where two guys are leaned up against it. My entire body tenses, getting a creepy-ass vibe from these fuckers.

“Make like a tree and get the fuck off my car,” Penny says.

That’s not how the saying goes, but Penny makes up her own shit.

“Feisty,” the meaner of the two guys says, tossing his cigarette to the grass before stubbing it out with his shoe. “Just wanted to say hi.”

I walk up behind her, glaring at the motherfucker. “Hi. Now go home.”

His eyes narrow. “Fuckin’ Hoodlum.”

This Hoodlum is about to fuck him up.

Penny lifts her keys up, a can of Mace pointed at his face. “If you value your eyeballs, get the fuck away from my car. The last asshole who messed with the Hoodlums lost his eyes.”

The dude’s jaw clenches and he fists his hands. I will fucking destroy him if he lays one finger on my girl.

“I’m not afraid of you or your sister or your delinquent fuck boys,” the guy snarls. “But I do think my boy Ryan deserves a little vengeance,” he spits. “Let’s go, Eli.”

They saunter off like they didn’t just threaten everyone I care about.

“Who the fuck was that?” I growl, my hand clutching Penny’s hip. “And why in the fuck is he threatening you?”

She shudders at my touch, but I think it’s the good kind of shudder. Like my touch feels good.

“Grayson is just a pussy who thinks he can push around girls like his fuckface friend Ryan. He’ll learn really quick he can’t push around this girl.” She turns around, her chest brushing against mine. “I can handle him.”

Not alone.

Over my dead body.

“You let me know if you need help,” I murmur, dipping down to press a kiss to her forehead. “I will beat the shit out of both those motherfuckers and not even break a sweat.”

She pokes at my abs, pushing me back. “If you could even catch up to them. Go to physical therapy and maybe I’ll let you beat up those bitch boys. Until then, I’ll deal with it myself.”

I scowl but know she’s right.

If I want to take care of this girl, I need to take care of myself first.

And lucky for me, Penny can be vicious when she wants to be—a fact that makes me really fucking proud.
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Penny

 

I’m a bundle of nerves when I arrive at Jack’s house. It was only a few days ago I came here with Terrence. If Zella says anything, it’ll be over before I started. I’m hoping since she’s a quiet kid, she won’t. I need this job. Not for the money. I need it for Terrence.

Though, if he knew I was doing this, he’d probably kill me.

Samantha does her job well, and I do trust her as she’s helped my brother and Roan with Sebban, and now she’s helping with Charlotte’s mess. However, I don’t know that she moves fast enough for my liking.

Something’s off and I want to get to the bottom of it.

I knock on the door, swallowing down my nerves. A few minutes later, the man I recognize from my social media investigation answers the door. His gaze sweeps over me and he smiles as though he’s pleased.

“Come in,” he says. “Jack Henderson.”

I don’t want to shake his hand. I don’t want to touch him. But I need to seem normal for once in my life. I do my best to impersonate my cheerleader sister and manage to offer my hand. He holds it for far too long, grinning like a fucking creep.

I step inside, crinkling my nose at the smell. Whatever is cooking smells terrible. We make our way through the living room to the kitchen. Zella sits at the table, a frown on her face. Her eyes are downcast. It makes me want to snatch her up and steal her from him.

“Penelope,” Jack says, “this is my daughter, Zella. Zella, say hello to your new babysitter.”

I guess I got the job already.

Zella’s eyes lift, recognition flaring in them. Since I’m standing behind Jack, I take a chance and hold a finger to my lips, winking at her. She smiles, giving me a small wave that melts my heart.

“Please,” Jack says. “Stay for dinner. We’d love to have you.”

His niceness feels fake to me. So, I give him a fake smile back. “Great. Can I help?”

“No, sweetheart. Just sit down and get to know Zella.” He makes his way into the kitchen and pulls something out of the oven.

I walk over to the table and pull out a chair. Zella peeks at me as I sit.

“I like your hair,” I tell her. “It’s pretty.”

“Mommy’s hair—” she starts, but is cut off by Jack’s growl.

“You say thank you when someone compliments you.” He pins her with a fierce glare. “Now, Zella.”

“T-Thank you,” she whispers, her brown eyes tearing up.

I have to clench my teeth together so I don’t tell this dude to fuck off. He walks over to the table where I’m sitting and places a hand on my shoulder, making me cringe.

“We’re still working on her manners,” Jack explains, squeezing my shoulder. “Maybe you can help her with that.”

Me? Help with manners? Yeah, right.

“Sure,” I say coolly, suppressing the urge to smack his hand off me.

I need to be here. And appear normal. I’ve never needed to be normal so badly in my entire life. I need this for Zella. For Terrence.

Jack pats my shoulder and then heads back over to the stove. I can’t stop looking at Zella. She’s so sad. Lonely. Afraid. It makes my hackles rise. Jack places a cooked carton of frozen lasagna on a hot plate in the middle of the table. It looks gross as hell, but I don’t say a word. Then, he brings Zella a juice box. After pulling out two wineglasses, he sets one in front of my spot and then his.

I’m seventeen.

Yet, he pours me a large glass of red wine.

I glance at him, frowning.

“I don’t condone drinking on the job,” he says, “but you’re our guest tonight.”

“I’m not allowed to drink,” I remind him.

He winks at me, making my skin crawl. “I won’t tell if you won’t tell.”

Gross.

“Thanks,” I mutter.

We make it through dinner with Jack chatting my ear off about his job at the tire factory. I choke down the lasagna, washing it down with the disgusting red wine. My stomach is queasy by the end of it. I learn that Zella starts preschool tomorrow, but in the evenings if he has to work late, he’ll need someone to pick her up and bring her home, keeping her until he’s done. I’m regretting my decision to do this with each lingering stare of his. But all it takes is one glance at Zella to remind me why I’m doing it.

“Why don’t you clean up in here and I’ll get her ready for bed?” Jack says, rising from his seat.

He wants me to do the dishes. Fucker.

I smile sweetly. “Sure.”

His wink makes my blood curdle. “Come on, Zella. Tell Miss Penelope good night. You’ll see her soon.”

“Bye,” she squeaks out before scampering from the kitchen.

He follows after her, reminding me of a stalking lion. I want to chase after them, but I do as I was told, knowing I need to stay in line. It’s irritating as hell I have to clean up this mess, but I do it as quickly as I can so I can get the hell out of here. I’m just drying my hands off when I feel him.

Close.

Too close.

Inhaling me.

What the actual fuck?

I tense up, fisting my hands, when he curls his hands around my biceps, his body pinning mine from behind. “You remind me of her.”

“Who?” I choke out, trembling with disgust.

“My daughter.”

“Zella?’

“Lacey.”

I should run far, far away from this man, but he has answers I need. “Oh?”

“Very beautiful like you. Compliant. A good girl.”

This motherfucker.

“I, uh, where is she?” I tremble beneath his touch.

“Florida.”

“Why?”

“She had to stay.”

“But why?”

“Because. Enough about her. Let’s have a drink and get to know you better, Penelope.” He squeezes my biceps before letting me go.

My hands shake, so I cross my arms over my chest, suppressing a shiver. He sets to pouring another overly full glass of wine in my glass. I don’t like this or him.

He picks up the two glasses and walks into the living room, placing them on the coffee table. I slowly follow after him, my eyes darting to the front door. I should leave.

“Lacey is Zella’s mother. I’m not really Zella’s father,” he admits. “I’m sure you could tell.”

Fuck.

I need for him to keep talking.

“She doesn’t look like you,” I say, approaching him with caution.

He pats the sofa cushion beside him. “Sit, sweetheart.”

Every step is painful, but I manage to obey. Once I’m seated, he hands me my glass. I don’t want to drink any more of the nasty shit because I feel like I might puke, but I hold it like I plan to.

“Who’s her father?” I ask, trying hard to look innocent.

He pats my thigh, leaving his hand there. “Some things are better left unsaid.”

“I should go.”

“Finish your drink,” he urges. “It isn’t often I get the company of a beautiful girl. Indulge me for a bit.”

“Why did you move to Hood River? Why didn’t Lacey come with you?”

His eyes flash with annoyance and he gives my thigh a rough squeeze. “Hood River is our hometown. We needed a break.”

“From her mother?” I ask, unable to keep the bite out of my tone.

He releases my leg to tug out a package of cigarettes from his front pocket. After pulling out a cigarette, he offers me one. I shake my head in disgust. Shrugging, he lights up, sucking in a deep lungful of smoke.

“It’s better for Zella to forget about Lacey,” he says, blowing the smoke right in my face.

I start to cough, which gives me an excuse to set my glass down on the table. “Girls need their mothers.”

His jaw clenches, eyes narrowing on me. He takes another drag of his cigarette, studying me harder than before. Shit. I need to reel back so he doesn’t send me packing.

“I’m sorry,” I mutter, nearly choking on the words. “I’m not trying to be nosy. I just know I’d be sad if I didn’t have my mom.”

My answer pleases him because he relaxes. “Not every mother is cut out for parenthood. Some mothers fill their children with bullshit nonsense. Lacey liked to tell Zella lies. Promise her things that couldn’t happen.”

I have to find Lacey and help her too. It sounds like this asshole was a real peach to be around. And if I’m not mistaking the vibes he’s throwing out, he kidnapped her daughter.

I’m in deep.

No turning back now.

“I should go.” I start to rise, but his hand clamps down on my thigh.

“Stay for a bit so we can go over the rules.”

I swallow down the bile that his touch causes to rise inside of me. “Okay.”

“No boyfriends are allowed over.” He pins me with a hard stare. “No television for Zella. No computer or phone games. I don’t want her playing outside. When you’re watching her, I want her inside this house. Reading books or practicing her letters. If she misbehaves, then you’re to notify me immediately. I will punish her accordingly.”

Fuck no.

“Punish?”

He leans back on the sofa, lifting his protruding belly to show me his belt. “An ass whipping does wonders to keep a child in line.” His disgusting gaze sweeps over me. “No matter how old the child is.”

I will strangle him with that belt.

“My dad never spanked me and I turned out fine,” I bite out, unable to stop myself.

He squeezes my thigh again, hard enough I’m sure it’ll bruise. “He probably should have. Lacey would never have spoken to me at your age the way you’re speaking to me. I would have bent her over my knee and whipped her ass.”

“You’re hurting me,” I grind out.

His hold relaxes, his thumb rubbing the spot. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. Sometimes I don’t know my own strength,” he says around his cigarette. “You forgive me?”

No.

Fucking never.

“I, uh, yeah. I gotta go. I told Dad I’d only be gone for a little while.” I quickly stand, putting distance between myself and this motherfucker. “I’ll see you around.”

He stubs out his cigarette in the ashtray and stands. “I’ll text you next time I need you to sit. If it’s late you can always sleep over.”

Hell to the motherfucking no.

“My dad won’t allow that,” I bite out. “But, sure, text me. Later.”

He stops me, his hand curling around my elbow. “I think this is going to be a good fit. I can tell you’re a good girl who obeys rules. Rules are very important in this house. Girls who follow them are rewarded. Those who don’t are punished.”

If only he knew how much I wanted to shove my Mace can in his face and empty it into his mouth.

“Perfect,” I blurt out. “Bye.”

He winks at me. “Bye, sweetheart.”

My skin continues to crawl long after I leave his house and am miles away from him.

What have I done?

What’s necessary.

Remember the plan, Penny. Remember the plan.
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Terrence

 

She’s avoiding me.

I don’t understand why.

Penny is so hot and cold, keeping her emotions fiercely guarded. I want her to let me in so I can help with whatever plagues her.

“That’s it,” Carlos says. “Ten more reps.”

Sweat rolls down my temple as I lift my leg up off the table and bring it up as high as it’ll go, which isn’t far. It’s been a few days since Penny urged me to see a physical therapist again. I wasn’t happy about it, but she’s right. If I want to help her, I need to be able to help her. Something about the way those motherfuckers treated her has had my blood boiling ever since. When the time comes, I want to be able to chase after them if need be.

“I’m tapping out,” I grumble.

“I’ll assist on the rest.” Carlos holds on to my knee, keeping my leg straight, and lifts my leg at the ankle. “Tell me when.”

“When,” I grit out.

Of course he takes me just a bit further. Asshole.

“You’re done for the day. Why don’t you come back tomorrow and we’ll hit it again,” he says, grabbing my hand and helping me sit up. “Is it a date?”

I laugh. “Sadistic fuck.”

“I’ve been called worse by my ex-wife.” He winks at me. “Ice that hip tonight if it gives you trouble.”

After grabbing my bag, I hobble out of the clinic, feeling all too sore. Cal’s supposed to pick me up, but he’s nowhere to be seen. What the fuck? I shoot him a text.

Me: Dude…

Cal: Sorry. I had to run Charlotte to Samantha’s office. We finally have a trial date.

I need to get my ass down to the dealership and get another car.

Me: Great. I’ll walk my ass home.

Cal: No, you won’t, crybaby. Roan’s on his way.

Because I’m a dick, I send him a huge thumbs-up emoji. He doesn’t respond, which makes me laugh. I park my ass on a bench, waiting on my ride. While I wait, I text Penny.

Me: You want to come over and hang out?

I’m tired of her ass avoiding me.

Penny: Can’t. Busy.

Me: Whatever, Penny. I don’t know what I did to deserve to be pushed away, but it’s fucking cruel.

I hit send before I can stop myself. As soon as I do, I feel like an asshole.

Penny: I’ll come over around eight. Will you still be crying in your Cheerios then? I hope so. I enjoy making fun of you.

A smile touches my lips.

Me: Mean-ass.

Penny: For some reason, you like it.

Me: For some reason, I like you. Let me take you out on Friday.

Penny: Can’t. Your cousin needs entertainment.

Me: My cousin is grounded.

Penny: Queen Tee talked your grandma into letting me spend the night. One of my duties as her best friend, she said. Peopling is hard, Smash. I prefer solitude.

Me: Want me to come over too?

Penny: As tempting as that is, I think I owe her some girl time. We can brood in silence tonight together. Much better than a date.

Me: If I cook you dinner and kiss your pretty lips, can we call it a date then?

Penny: Stop talking.

Me: Nah, I quite like talking to your hateful ass. What about the following weekend?

Penny: Tierra will be ungrounded. We’re going to a party.

Penny at a party? She’ll hate every second of it.

Me: Want me to tag along to the party to keep you company?

Penny: Tee would kill us both. No. You can woo me another day, Smash. Gotta go.

I pocket my phone, elated over the fact Penny is coming over. I know hanging out with her is a bad idea because I fucking want her, but I can’t stop myself. She’s different than anyone I’ve ever met and I like being around her.

I’ve dated chicks who played hard to get.

Penny plays impossible to get.

I’ve never been one to back down from a challenge.
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After a shower and a nap, I make my way into the kitchen to start thinking about dinner. I find Charlotte already in there, pulling ingredients out.

“Whatcha cookin’, good-lookin’?” I ask, peeking over her shoulder.

“Kate gave me her King Ranch casserole recipe. I thought I’d make that. Sound good to you?” She smiles at me, knowing it’s my favorite.

“Hell yeah,” I state. “Need help?”

“Keep Cal away or it’ll never get made,” she tells me in a stern voice.

We both laugh as Cal comes staggering in, shirtless.

“How did the meeting with Samantha go?” I ask them. “Everything going as planned?”

“Yeah,” Cal grunts, his eyes sweeping over Charlotte, love shining in his stare. “Char will have to testify obviously. We’ll see both of those motherfuckers. It’s going to be hard not to fucking kill them like I should have.”

“Michael woke up?”

They both nod.

“It’s only procedural,” I tell them. “Those two are going away for fucking forever.”

“Once Charlotte tells the court her side of the story, including what happened with your accident, you’ll probably be called to the stand, too,” Cal says, frowning. “Jordy, Hollis, and Roan will have to speak too since we were all there that night.”

What a clusterfuck.

“We probably won’t get them on the arson of Mom and Dad’s since we don’t have proof,” Cal grunts. “But Charlotte will tell them about what Michael said to her regarding that too. Any ammunition we have against them, the more solid our case will be.”

For the rest of the evening, we keep shit light, avoiding the topic of the trial and the fact Samantha still hasn’t gotten anywhere on the paternity tests for Zella. Penny doesn’t show up, even when Cal and Charlotte retreat for the night. I’m about to give up when I hear a soft knock.

I make my way over to the door and open it. Penny has the hood of her hoodie pulled over her head. She reeks of cigarette smoke, which confuses me and frankly gives me an instant headache.

“Where is everyone?” she asks, pushing past me.

“They went to bed.” I close and lock the door behind her. “You hungry?”

“I already ate.” She stops to stand in the middle of the living room, body trembling. “Can I shower here?”

Her words are whispered out. Strained. It makes alarm bells ring loud inside my already throbbing head.

“Of course. I’ll grab you something to wear.” I start for my room and she stops me, her hand grabbing mine.

“I’m sorry if you thought I was being cruel.” She swallows, pain flashing in her blue eyes. “I don’t like being this way.” A small crack in her hard façade.

“It’s okay, Zero. I see you.”

She relaxes, breaking away to grab a shower. I find a T-shirt and some basketball shorts, leaving them just outside the bathroom door. I take some medicine and then lie down on my bed, willing this headache to go away. After twenty minutes or so, I feel her presence in my doorway.

“I can hear them fucking,” she groans.

“Best close the door behind you then,” I say with a chuckle. “Hit the overhead light too.”

I reach over and turn on the lamp as she closes the door. Her blond hair is down, wet and messy as though she finger combed it after her shower. My clothes swallow her but fuck if she doesn’t look cute as hell in them. I track her as she turns off the light.

She crawls onto the bed, stretching out beside me. The silence is nice. Neither of us feels the need to fill it with unnecessary chatter. Her phone lights up as she swipes it on. She starts scrolling through it, reading something. I roll onto my side so I can stare at her.

So pretty.

Always so damn pretty.

“You okay?” I whisper.

“I am now.”

Her words fill me with fierce, male pride. My girl—even if she hasn’t admitted it to herself yet—feels content with me. It’s more than general happiness, though. It’s like she’s relaxing in my presence.

“What are you reading?” I ask, letting my eyes fall closed. I settle an arm over her stomach, fully expecting to be pushed away. Surprisingly, she allows the touch.

“Researching.”

“Sex with your hot coach?”

She snorts. “Gross.”

I don’t take offense. Not this time. She’s letting me comfort her and isn’t pushing me away. Her words sometimes feel like whips, but I’m learning it’s a defense mechanism. She’s soft inside, you just have to take a verbal beating in order to get to know that part of her. I can handle a little mental whoop ass.

“Not you,” she clarifies when I don’t respond. “I’m being a bitch again.”

“Nah, Penny, you’re just being you. Don’t apologize for it.”

Her hand rests over my arm that’s cuddling her. Such a small move, but it means so much.

“I’m trying to help you find Lacey,” she says. “We have to find her. What if she’s…hurt.”

Images of Lacey hurt assault my mind. I don’t like them.

“We’ll find her,” I murmur. “I’m pissed at her, but we’ll clear the air and fix everything.”

“You’ll be her hero,” she whispers.

Her hero.

Not Penny’s.

“I’d rather be yours.” I brush my thumb over Penny’s stomach, just under her breast.

“You two have history. She’s Zella’s mother. What if…” She lets out a heavy sigh. If I’m not mistaken, she sounds upset. Jealous even.

“I don’t want to be with Lacey,” I assure Penny. “There’s only one girl I want in my bed and I have her in it.”

She sets the phone down and then cradles my head in her palm. It’s the strangest yet most affectionate thing anyone has ever done to me.

My headache starts to fade and I fall blissfully asleep with the most unusually perfect girl I’ve ever known. I have to figure out a way to keep her here and never let her go.
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Penny

 

I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe.

I’m suffocating.

Ryan is on top of Charlotte, choking her, but I’m the one who can’t suck in air. I’m frozen, unable to move. I manage to gasp in a huge breath but am still stuck. Crying and now screaming, unable to make it to her. I go to raise my gun—Aunt Karen’s gun—but it’s no longer in my hand.

“Looking for this?” Ryan taunts as he now holds the gun to my sister’s head.

“No!” I cry out.

Bang!

“Penny, baby, wake up,” Terrence murmurs, dragging me from my nightmare. “I’m right here. You’re safe. Breathe.”

It’s pitch-black in the room and my heart is racing inside my chest.

I fucking hate Ryan nightmares. He didn’t even touch me and yet he haunts me. I can only imagine what Charlotte endures because of him. Tears burn at my eyes, but I blink them back, swallowing down the sob that threatens to escape.

A shudder trembles through me, shaking the bed. Now that I’m awake, my thoughts drift back to earlier this evening. I’d babysat Zella for a couple of hours. There was nothing of use in his house. I was sneaky, but managed to hunt in a few spots while Zella and I played Hide N Seek. I’d been inside Jack’s office, looking in the closet when I’d heard the door slam shut. Scared the shit out of me at almost having been caught. He immediately sent Zella to bed and then asked me to stay for a drink again. This time, I was smart and sat in the recliner, but his creeper vibes continued.

“Relax,” Terrence rumbles, hauling me to him and kissing my head. “Go back to sleep.”

This should weird me out, sleeping in his bed. Cuddling. It’s so out of character for me. I keep waiting to freak the hell out, but there’s something about him that calms me. I slide my leg between his, nudging his cock that feels huge, not even erect, wondering if we’ll ever get to that point.

Sex.

It has always seemed so foreign to me. Like something I knew I’d never be capable of having. I never understood the desire of it to be honest.

Until now.

My core throbs. I have an insane urge to rub against his cock with my knee, deliberately making him hard. But then I’d have to do something with it. I know for a fact I’m not ready for whatever that might entail. I settle for creeping my palm over his chest and nuzzling my face against his neck. He smells like soap and safety. I love it.

“Your thoughts are loud,” he says. “Go to sleep.”

I nod, clutching onto him tighter. I take pleasure in the fact I’m not panicking at being held by him. It feels right. I hope when I’m not terrified from a nightmare, I can try this again. I want to explore these new feelings with Terrence.

I like him.

I want him.

I just don’t know how to get him.

He’s eager and ready, seemingly desperate to be a part of my world. I wish I could give it to him. I know, though, it’s not that easy. Because of me. My mind is a fucking mess. After a long, frustrated sigh, I relax and allow myself this moment. Even if it’s only one night.

[image: ]

Smash: I’ve given you space. Come over tonight or let me come to you. Fuck, Penny, I just need to see you and talk to you.

I stare at Terrence’s text.

God, I am such a bitch.

I’ve avoided him all week since our night we spent together.

While that night was one of the best I’ve ever had, the next morning was not. I woke up in a panic, bolting before he could even utter a good morning. I’ve been cold and distant ever since.

And I hate myself for it.

I’m not enough for someone like Terrence and I know it. Not when he could have someone like Lacey. From what I’ve dragged out of Zella, her mom is the sweetest person in the whole world. A princess, she claimed. She said she’s not allowed to talk about her mother because her daddy gets mad. Lacey is probably sweet and affectionate, just what Terrence needs.

I need to find her because they both need her. Terrence and Zella.

My heart aches just thinking about their reunion.

Finding my nerve, I reply back to Terrence.

Me: I’m out. Will be until late.

Smash: Tomorrow night then?

Me: Party, remember?

Smash: Fuck the party, Penny. Jesus. Stop pushing me away.

Guilt swells up inside of me, making me nearly choke on it. I swallow it down, biting back tears that prickle in my eyes.

“Penny, why aren’t you playing with me?” Zella asks, brushing through her Barbie’s hair.

I force a smile. “Sorry. I had to text someone.”

We continue to play as I mull over Terrence’s words. I already promised Tierra I’d go to the party, despite not wanting to with every fiber of my being. I want to see Terrence. It’s been punishment seeing him at practice and not speaking to him all week.

A car door slams, making me jolt. It’s almost midnight and Zella’s still up. Crap.

“Hurry,” I rush out. “Get to bed so you don’t get into trouble.”

She abandons her dolls, running to her room. Quickly, I rise to my feet, shoving my phone into my pocket. The door flings open and I face off with the creep. As soon as I smell the booze on him, I cringe.

Earlier, when he’d left to go out, he’d been all smiles and friendly.

Now, he breathes heavily and his body thrums with violent energy. I stumble over the Barbie dolls in the middle of the floor, nearly falling on my ass in the process. Thankfully, I right myself before I hit the floor.

“Zella!” he yells. “What the fuck have I told you about leaving your goddamn toys out?”

I shake my head at him. “It’s my fault. I told her to go to bed and that I’d pick them up.”

He kicks the dolls, scattering them everywhere. I’m frozen in place as he stalks my way. I let out a shriek when he grabs the front of my hoodie and walks me back to the wall. Once I’m pinned, he narrows his stare on me.

As much as I want to close my eyes, I refuse to back down. I lift my chin and shoot him back a fiery glare.

“So you’re the little girl who needs punishing tonight. That what you’re saying, sweetheart?”

“It was a mistake,” I say in a cold voice. “Won’t happen again.”

“You have a lot of fire in your eyes for someone who claims to be a good girl. What exactly do you get up to with my fucking daughter while I’m gone?”

Not his daughter.

Not his daughter.

I hate this asshole.

“I need the money,” I lie. “It’s good, easy money. We play and then I do my homework. I don’t get up to anything while you’re gone.”

“Lacey lied a lot,” he growls. “She got punished a lot too.”

“Where is she?” I demand, needing answers already.

“I told you. Florida.” He curls his lip up. “With her mother.”

“Zella needs her mother,” I tell him. “You should let her see her.”

He releases my hoodie but remains close, glowering at me. “Zella put you up to this?”

Hell no.

He is not about to punish that girl for this.

“No,” I snap. “She hardly ever says anything, which is why I came to my own conclusion she’s missing her mother.”

He turns his head, staring down the hallway like he’s considering going after her with his belt. I try and distract him with words.

“I need to get paid so I can leave. Dad will be worried.”

His gaze is back on mine. “The money isn’t that good, Penelope. Why do you stay here to watch Zella? Most of the sitters can only handle one or two visits. It’s almost as though you want to be here.” He touches my cheek, making me flinch. “What is it, sweetheart? You have a crush on an older man? It’s naughty to use a child to seek the affections of her father.”

Is this fucker serious right now?

“Ew,” I grind out. “I need money, not a sugar daddy.”

He barks out a laugh. “Maybe you could have both.”

“Gross.”

“There,” he says. “Finally, the truth comes out. You’re not in it hoping you get some dick, so there are other reasons.”

“Money,” I spit out. “I just want the money.”

He studies me for a long time before he fishes out his wallet. Pulling out some twenties, he folds them and then leans forward, sliding them into the back pocket of my jeans. My blood runs cold at his touch. When he grabs my ass, I yelp.

“If you ever want more money, just ask. I haven’t been laid in fucking forever. I’d hand over my entire goddamn paycheck to get you in my bed, sweetheart. Just how bad do you want money?”

I’d rather throw myself in front of a moving train than willingly ever climb into bed with such a creep.

“I’m seventeen,” I spit out at him. “You’re like forty-five.”

“Beggars can’t be choosers,” he says with a dark laugh. “Like I said, it’s been ages since I got my dick wet. And trust me, a teenage pussy isn’t the worst place for that to happen. Just let me know how much and I’ll make it happen.”

“I’ll think about it,” I lie, sidestepping his drunk ass and snagging up my bag. “I might be willing to negotiate.”

He boldly rubs his dick over his jeans. “Is that so?”

“Let Zella call her mom and talk to her.”

“Go home, Penelope. I’m fucking tired.”

Not needing to be told twice, I bolt. He’s drunk as hell and probably won’t remember this conversation. I, however, can’t erase the sick feeling roiling through me.

I’m in a daze the whole way home, through my shower, and as I crawl into my bed.

I need…

I need…

My hand shakes as I pick up my phone and text Terrence.

Me: Start talking, Smash.

Smash: Is this you letting me in?

Me: Not sure why you’d want inside, but yes. It’s terrible and dark and lonely. I can barely stand to be here myself.

Smash: Which is exactly why you need to let me in. Talk to me, Penny.

Me: I’m scared.

Smash: Of what…those guys bothering you again?

If only it were that simple.

Me: Bigger stuff.

Smash: Did someone hurt you?

Yes.

No.

Me: More like scared me.

Smash: Who do I need to kill?

Jack Henderson. I choke on a sob.

Me: It doesn’t matter.

Smash: It does to me.

Me: You like me, Terrence, but you don’t know me. If you did, you wouldn’t like me.

Smash: Try me. Let me know you.

Me: I hate sounds. Especially repetitive ones. Some days, I nearly lose my mind from it.

Smash: I’m still here.

Me: I can’t stand the idea of people touching me.

Smash: I came to both these conclusions on my own, you know. This isn’t a new revelation to me. I’m still here.

He is.

He shouldn’t be, but he is.

I’m selfish in this moment because I’d rather deny sweet little Zella the opportunity to have a loving mother and father—a complete family—because I want her dad all to myself.

Me: I’m difficult to love.

Smash: You can repeat the lies you tell yourself all you want, Penny, but I sure as fuck can’t hear them.

Me: Stop talking.

Smash: Only because you asked sweetly.

Me: Good night, Smash.

Smash: Night, Zero. We’ll continue our talk soon.
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Terrence

 

Dread.

It consumes me as I stare through the glass of Cal’s windshield.

Grandma’s house.

Sure, there are lots of good memories here and Grandma has taken care of me like she were my own mother, but there’s a sense of dread that has hung over me like a cloud ever since I woke up from my coma.

The moment I go inside and clean out my shit, I’m officially turning a new chapter in my life. I’m manning up. Letting go of my youth. Starting adulthood…finally.

With a heavy sigh, I exit Cal’s truck I borrowed and trot up to the front door. Before I let myself in, someone pulls in the driveway beside the truck. I look over my shoulder, pleased but surprised to see an orange Jeep.

Penny shuts off the Jeep and climbs out, pulling a bag over her shoulders. “Hey, Smash.”

“Hey, beautiful.”

She walks right up to me, her head tilting up so she can look at me. “Gross.”

A laugh tumbles out of me. “I tell you you’re beautiful and you tell me gross. Learn to take a compliment, mean-ass.”

Her lips quirk on one side. “I meant you, standing there with your cheesy grin and trying to woo me is gross.”

“Then why’re you smiling if it’s so gross?” I tuck an errant strand of hair behind her ear. “I think you secretly like it.”

“You’ll never know.” Her blue eyes twinkle.

“That’s where you’re wrong,” I murmur, dipping my lips to her forehead and pressing a kiss there. “I can read your eyes now. I don’t need your lips to smile for me. Your eyes are the glimpse inside.”

I pull away and she’s frowning again.

“I want to kiss you,” I admit, searching her eyes that communicate so much. “Last time, I scared you off, though.” I rub my thumb along her lip, wishing like hell she would let me do it again.

Her brows furrow harder. “Stop talking, Smash. You know my answer.”

With those words, she stands on her toes, parting her lips for me. I don’t have to be told twice. Gently, I press my lips to hers, needing to taste her more than I need air right now. I groan when her tongue lashes against mine, greedy and ravenous. She gets spooked so easily, so holding her is probably a bad idea, but I need her in my arms. I slide my hand to her back, pulling her against me. A tiny mewl escapes her, sending currents of desire straight to my dick.

She tastes like mint and madness.

A delicious, fresh tease into the unknown.

That’s what it is with her. The unknown. Each second I spend with her is in some subspace I don’t recognize. I understand women, but not Penny. Penny is a mystery that I feel is my duty to unravel.

I will unravel her.

Thread by thread until I reach the very marrow of who she is.

I want her to be mine.

Scary as fuck since I’m not the guy who settles down whatsoever for a chick. Penny’s not some normal chick. She’s everything all the rest weren’t and more. I feel slighted that I’ve been wasting time with women who were only one sliver of what Penny is.

The accident changed me.

For the better.

Opened my fucking eyes.

Perfection has been staring me in the face for years. Probably not appropriate until now—hell, not until April if we’re being precise—but still there. Fate’s got fuckin’ jokes. Teasing you with a future, dangling it right in front of you, but letting you be blind to it until it’s the right time.

“When you’re done trying to get my best friend pregnant, come inside and see what Grandma’s done to your room.” Tierra laughs from behind me. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say she’s been waiting your whole life to get rid of you.”

I hold my middle finger above my head, reluctantly pulling away from my kiss with Penny. Her cheeks are tinged pink and her lips are swollen. Fuck, she’s gorgeous.

“Spooked?” I tease.

“We talking about that crazy eye of yours, because, if so, that’s pretty spooky.”

I give Penny a playful smack to the ass before stepping away. “Keep it up, English. One of these days I’m gonna punish you for all your insults.”

Her blue eyes twinkle and she smiles.

She fucking smiles.

With the sun shining on her golden-blond hair, she looks like a goddamn angel, too. All I can do is stare, because this girl is going to wreck me in the best possible way.

“Bye, Smash.” She bounds off, headed for my cousin. “Roll your tongue back up.”

“They just keep adding up, baby,” I taunt.

“Didn’t know you could count that high with that head injury,” she calls out.

“Stop talking, woman.”

“That’s my line,” she sasses, looking over her shoulder with a smirk.

“And you’re mine. That means I get your lines too.”

Tierra gives me an arched eyebrow, but I shrug. It’s about damn time everyone learns Penny and I are going to happen. It’s only a matter of time.

“Zip your lips, cuz,” I bark out. “I’m not looking to get my ass beat by Hood River’s rat.”

Okay, so not everyone should learn about me and Penny. Least not yet. Especially not her brother who I can guaran-fucking-tee bench presses more than me these days.

“No promises!”

I flip her off as they head inside.

Fuck. Now it’s time to deal with Grandma.
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It’s getting dark as I load the rest of the boxes into the back of Cal’s truck. Tierra wasn’t shitting me. Grandma turned my room into a goddamn old lady yoga room. Painted it teal, too. I didn’t realize I had so much shit. Most of it went to the curb, but I got the rest of my clothes and shoes. She wouldn’t let me throw the giant tub of mail away. Most of it looks like credit card applications. Grandma took the time to write “Don’t make bad decisions, Terry” on every one of those. I saw a few that were from the hospital. She wrote “Make sure you set up payment plans on these.” It’s hard to feel like a grown-ass man, even when you’re officially moving out, when your grandma still treats you like you’re thirteen.

By the time I make it back inside, Grandma has turned on her program on television. I stride down the hallway on a mission to see Penny one last time before she leaves for their dumbass party.

I wish she’d come hang out with me instead.

The door to Tierra’s room is closed, so I rap on it. As much as I’d love to see Penny in various states of undress, I would go blind if I accidentally saw my cousin.

“Come in,” Tierra sings.

I twist the knob and push inside. At first, I shake my head at the hoochie outfit Tierra is wearing. She’s going to have to crawl out of the window to get past Grandma looking like a two-dollar hooker. I cringe to think what sort of fuckers will be all over her tonight in her skintight bubblegum pink dress.

I tear my gaze from my cousin, hunting down Penny. She steps out of the bathroom and I do a double take.

Not my girl.

No fucking way.

“Penny,” I growl, my hands fisting. “What the fuck?”

She rolls her eyes in that exaggerated way that normally looks cute as hell but tonight looks sexy because her lashes are thick with mascara and her eyes are lined dark with eyeliner. “It’s a dress, Smash. I wear them when forced to.”

Tierra cackles. “I did have to force her ass into it!”

Not laughing, cuz.

Penny looks too goddamn good to be wearing what she’s wearing. For fuck’s sake, the material is pretty much nonexistent. Her dress is black, tight, short, and strapless.

No. No. No. And hell no.

She’s also wearing the same little black boots she had on when I kissed her on New Year’s Eve. Her hair has been straightened to a flat, perfect curtain of blond silk.

Those lips…

Fuck me.

Matte red. Luscious as hell.

“Penny.” I bark out her name again, gruffer this time. “You can’t leave.”

Her brow arches and she gives me her signature Penny bitch smirk. It makes her a thousand times hotter, too. “You’re not my keeper.”

If I were, I’d lock her up in my room and throw away the key.

“Everyone, and I do mean everyone, will hit on you tonight,” I grind out. “Stay home. Stay with me. Hell, let me take you to dinner. Just don’t go.”

“Wow, T,” Tierra sasses. “You kiss her once in the front yard and your ass is like obsessed with her.”

I’m not amused.

I also note Penny didn’t tell her about our real first kiss.

My girl likes her secrets.

“She’s mine,” I rumble, stalking right up to my scowling beauty.

“She’s going with me,” Tierra states. “Whether you like it or not. So give her a kiss goodbye and let us get on our way. I’ll be in the bathroom touching up my lipstick.”

As soon as she leaves, I run my fingers through Penny’s silky hair. I want to rip this goddamn dress off her, spread her legs, and give her so many orgasms with my tongue she’ll forget she even got invited to a party.

“You look hungry,” Penny says, eyes flashing.

“Just thinking about how many orgasms I’m going to give you.”

“Maybe I don’t want any orgasms.”

It’s Penny, so of course this girl is dead-ass serious.

“You want them,” I rumble, twisting my finger around a strand of her hair. “And, baby, I am going to selflessly give them to you. As many as you want, English. I’ll fucking spoil you with my tongue.”

Her lip curls up as though she’s disgusted. “Ew.”

I lick my lips. The way her blue eyes track my tongue, it tells me she’s anything but grossed out. Curiosity shines in her stare.

“Come by after the party and I’ll show you just how nasty I can be.” I lean forward and nip her sexy red lip. “I will blow your fucking mind, baby.”

She bats her lashes, pink creeping over her cheeks. “Stop talking.”

I press a kiss to her pretty mouth. “For now.”

“Bye, Smash. See you…later.” She smirks before walking away.

My eyes follow after her, drinking in the way the dress hugs her juicy ass. “Sounds like a promise. I’ll be waiting.”

She flips me off with both fingers.

Goddamn, she’s hot.

I leave Grandma’s so I don’t do something stupid like toss Penny English over my shoulder and kidnap her gorgeous ass.

By the time I reach the cabin, my boner has finally subsided. It disappears completely when Loden sneaks up behind me, smacking my ass.

“Missed you, Chocolate Crunch.”

“Fuck off, Lo,” I mutter, throwing a playful punch at his arm. “You’re just pissed you can’t have this.” I make a show of grabbing my nuts.

He laughs. “I have you all the time in my dreams. You suck dick like a champ.”

That motherfucker’s lucky I can only limp after his ass. As soon as I reach him, he’s in the kitchen, hiding behind Charlotte as she cooks up something that smells divine.

“Pussy,” I grumble.

“Come on,” Cal says. “Let’s make a beer run. Hoodlums are on their way over.”

Just fucking peachy.

I’ll have to try and hide my boner anytime I remember Penny in her hot as fuck dress while Hollis shoots daggers at me. There’s no way I can disguise my “I’m gonna fuck your sister one day” expression. No way.

Sorry, Hollis, but it looks like I’m going to take a big brother ass whoopin’ in the near future.

Penny’s worth a little pain.
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Penny

 

Too many people.

Too damn loud.

I want to go home. Not home. To Terrence. My blood still buzzes from his touch. His lips. His tongue. He’s driving me to madness, but I don’t care this time. This madness feels comfortable. It feels beyond anything I have ever felt. I love it.

I consider digging my phone out of Tierra’s purse and texting him just to pass the time, but decide against it. Tierra is drinking and someone has to look after her. When she’s done dancing her ass off, I’ll force her into the Jeep so we can leave. I can’t handle all these assholes at school. Being forced to socialize outside of school feels like some fucked up level of hell.

Glancing at the clock, I realize it’s not even eleven yet. There’s no way I’m getting this girl out of here before midnight. I scan my gaze over to her, easily finding her in the crowd. She’s dancing with an older guy. He’s probably in college. It makes me wonder if he knows Terrence.

“Oh, look,” a familiar voice sneers. “She thought if she put on a dress, we’d all think she was suddenly pretty.”

Several girls laugh.

I turn my head to discover Heidi—head bitch cheerleader—glaring at me. She’s wearing something that barely covers her tits.

“Hey, Heidi Ho.” I wiggle my fingers at her and give her my bitchiest smile. “Did they have a sale on stripper dresses or did you get that scrap of spandex from your mommy’s closet?”

“You are such a cunt,” Heidi snarls. “A weird, ugly cunt.”

“At least I’m not a skanky cunt,” I throw back. “Do you dance for all your mommy’s boyfriends? I bet you shake your cheerleader ass just hoping those old dudes put a dollar or two in your panties. Pathetic.”

She storms up to me, but I don’t back down. We’re even in height, but I know for a fact I could take this bitch down.

“Watch yourself, Penny,” she warns. “Or else.”

“I’m so scared,” I deadpan. “Don’t you have dicks to suck or something? I’m tired of looking at you, Hilary.”

“Heidi,” she snaps.

“Sorry, you’re not that memorable.”

“Let’s go,” Heidi growls, grabbing her friend’s arm. I glance over, disgusted to see Liv smirking at me.

I hate Heidi and Liv both.

They both storm off, disappearing into the sea of bodies. I check on Tierra and then slip into the restroom to take a breather. I’d like to hide out in here forever, but after twenty minutes or so, someone bangs on the door.

The sound gets under my skin, so I fling open the door and flee.

“There you are!” Tierra says, approaching me with two drinks. “Lighten up and have some fun. You’re always so unhappy, Pen.”

I wasn’t unhappy when your cousin kissed me…

“I don’t want to drink,” I grumble.

She gives me her pouty face that works all too well on me. I sigh and accept the red plastic cup. One sip feels like I’ve lit my esophagus on fire.

“Gross,” I hiss. “This is nasty.”

“But it makes you feel good,” she says, laughing. “Look at me. I’m on my third one. Catch up!”

I roll my eyes and swallow down a little more. It goes down much easier this time.

“Heidi Ho is on a rampage,” she reveals. “I heard her bitching to Paxton.” She lifts a black brow at me. “What did you do?”

Shrugging, I avoid her gaze. “Nothing.”

“That means you totally ripped her a new asshole.” She cackles. “I knew it. Serves that bitch right, too. Hateful ass.”

“I don’t know what her problem is with me.” I scowl as I drink down more of my liquid nastiness.

“She feels inferior to the great Penny English.”

“Right. She literally has everything she wants and I’m no threat at taking anything away from her. I don’t know why she’s always being such a bitch.”

“Puhlease,” she says, laughing. “Heidi Ho is like a B-rated version of the English girls. You and Charlotte are super-hot. She’s plastic and fake. You and Char make being beautiful look easy.”

Charlotte, yes.

Me, not so much.

Though, the way Terrence looked at me earlier, I felt pretty damn special.

I gulp down more of my drink, already feeling the effects. Whatever alcohol they put in this sad excuse for punch is the equivalent of kerosene.

“Want to go somewhere and chill?” The same dude Tierra was dancing with earlier throws an arm over her shoulder.

“Not without my girl, Carson,” Tierra says, reaching for my hand.

“We can all party together,” he assures her, winking at me.

I press my lips together to keep from suggesting we go home. Instead, I follow Carson and Tierra through the house. I’m pretty sure this house belongs to one of the jock baseball players named Aaron, though I haven’t seen him all night.

Carson guides us upstairs to a media room where people are all lounging around. The lights are dim and the place reeks of pot. Carson finds an empty recliner, pulling Tierra into his lap. She giggles, nearly spills her drink all over her purse, and then completely forgets I’m here as they start to make out.

Wonderful.

With an annoyed sigh, I make my way over to a dark corner and sit on the floor. I finish my drink and then set it down. At least up here, it’s a little quieter aside from the movie that’s playing.

I didn’t realize how tired I was.

My eyes keep fluttering as my thoughts drift back to Terrence.

His kiss. His tongue. His lips.

Warmth floods through my veins, relaxing me completely. I wish he were here with me.

Familiar voices near me, but I’m too sleepy to pay attention. My head lolls to the side. It’s heavy. Too heavy. I should rest it. Curling up on my side, I give in to the fatigue.

I’m flying.

Dark.

I’m laughing.

Dark.

I’m too hot.

Dark.

I’m whimpering.

Dark.

My head throbs and throbs and throbs. I need to wake up. Why do I feel like my head is going to explode? A shiver ripples through me. I force my eyes open.

The ceiling fan above me spins and spins, making me dizzy. Turning my head feels impossible, but I manage to turn it to the side. Trophies line shelves. Baseball trophies. A signed baseball bat is hung on the wall. The bed smells like a guy’s cologne mixed with the smell of permanent marker.

Wait.

Something’s not right.

Snap out of it, Penny.

My movements are slow and sluggish. It’s then I realize my dress is undone, my breasts exposed. Panic creeps up my throat. Someone has written all over my breasts and thighs.

What’s happening?

Is this a dream?

No.

Voices nearby have me sitting up. Slowly as I try to keep the room from spinning. Fuck. My panties are gone. Nothing hurts inside of me, but it doesn’t give me peace of mind.

Tierra.

Oh, God.

I need to find her.

My shoes are gone, my bra is missing. With shaky fingers, I try to right my dress. It takes me six times before I can get it zipped up.

“It’s just coke,” a guy says from inside the bathroom, his voice sending bells of alarm ringing through me. “You snort it, dumbass, not look at it.”

“Coach Campbell will kick me off the team if I have drugs in my system.”

“Pussy,” another guy says.

“Easy for you, Paxton. Football season is over. I still have to play baseball.”

“Aaron can watch then, Eli. But if he’s not going to get fucked up with us, he doesn’t get to put his dick inside the bitch.”

Wherever there’s Eli, Grayson’s not too far away.

Panic sends adrenaline shooting through my veins as the guys continue to argue. My body is shaking and I can’t seem to get my legs to cooperate. I keep trying to stand, but my body doesn’t feel like my own.

Breathe, Penny.

You can do this.

I rise to my feet, holding on to the bed to keep from falling. Like a deer on a pond of ice, I awkwardly make my way across the room. I’m almost to the door when I hear the bathroom door open.

“She woke up,” Paxton barks. “Grab her!”

On instinct, I grab the baseball bat off the wall and swivel around ready to face my attacker. My heart is hammering inside my chest as Eli prowls my way, his body thrumming with the drugs he no doubt snorted into his system.

“Put the bat down,” he growls.

“N-No!” I yell. “Tierra!”

He steps forward and I raise the bat higher.

“Penny,” Aaron whines. “Please put that back. It’s valuable. That’s a signed bat by—”

His words are cut off when Eli launches at me. I don’t think, I just swing. The bat nails Eli in the side of the head, sending him crashing into Aaron’s desk, knocking a computer monitor off along the way.

He groans from the floor.

“What the fuck did you do?” Paxton bellows. “You hit him in the goddamn head!”

“Y-You touched me!” I screech. “Stay back!”

“I didn’t touch you,” Aaron says, a terrified expression on his face. “I just watched.”

“Such a fucking pussy,” Paxton snaps, shoving Aaron. “This was your idea!”

“To party and get laid, not this!” Aaron argues.

Eli rises to his feet, blood running down the side of his face. “You bitch.”

I back up toward the bedroom door that’s closed. The idea of turning my back on them terrifies the crap out of me, but I’ll have to do it.

“Where’s my underwear?” I demand.

Eli pulls my black panties from his pocket. “These? I’m keeping them. Something to remind me that I was the one to take your fucking virginity.”

“Your sister may be a whore,” Paxton sneers, “but everyone knows you’re just a virgin bitch who probably licks pussy instead.”

Eli charges me again, but I’m ready. I swing hard, landing another blow to the side of his head. He hits the floor with a loud thud.

“Fuck, Penny!” Aaron cries out. “He’s getting blood on my carpet! Dad is going to kill me!”

“He should kill you for drugging and trying to rape a girl!” I yell back.

“Technically Heidi is the one who drugged you,” Paxton says, laughing. “Tierra was too busy with her tongue down Carson’s throat to realize who brought her the drinks.”

Oh my God.

“Aaron,” I yell. “Get over here. Now.”

His eyes widen and he darts his gaze over to Paxton, who is still glowering at me. Luckily, Eli is still on the floor.

“Now, Aaron, or so help me I will smash your face in!”

“Don’t listen to her,” Paxton says, briefly looking at Aaron. “She can’t go anywhere—”

While they’re distracted, I bolt. I fling open the door and tear off down the hall, hating that I’m blindly running and have no idea where I’m going. Heavy footsteps thud behind me. I fling myself into the media room, thankful it’s full of people.

Tierra is here, but she’s asleep in Carson’s arms. Thankfully she’s safe. I grab her purse and dig around for my phone. Once it’s in my grip, I back up dialing the one person I know I can count on. He answers on the first ring.

“Hey, did you miss m—”

“Aaron Hodges’ house,” I croak out. “T-They drugged us. Come get us, Terrence. Please. Hurry.”

Paxton storms into the media room, his eyes narrowed as he searches for me. The moment our eyes lock, I drop my phone to the carpet in favor of the baseball bat.

“Get the fuck away from me,” I scream, drawing everyone’s attention my way.

Paxton’s jaw clenches. “She’s just a crazy, hysterical bitch,” he says in explanation to the confused looks he’s getting. “Tripping on some shit she took. Just trying to get her somewhere where she can sleep it off.” His eyes lock on mine. “Come on, Penny. Let’s get you tucked into bed.”

Some stoner guy I don’t even know stands in front of me. “Nah, man, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Fuck you, Mason. No one invited you.”

“You come near me,” I shriek, “and I will knock your teeth out of your mouth!”

Paxton takes another step, but another guy I don’t know moves to stand beside Mason. When another guy follows suit, Paxton gets pissed.

“Whatever,” Paxton bites out. “This is the thanks I get for trying to be the nice guy? Fuck you all. Have fun with the psycho bitch.”

He stalks out of the media room, punching a hole through the wall on his way out. The moment he’s gone, Mason turns around, concern in his eyes.

“Are you okay?” he asks, reaching for me.

“Stay the fuck away from me!” I yell, raising my bat. “All of you.”

Mason frowns and squats to pick up my phone. He brings it to his ear and says, “Hello?” Whatever he must hear has his face blanching. “Dude, I’m just trying to help.” He flinches. “Yeah, man. I’ll watch her. Heard you loud and clear.” He looks over his shoulder. “Tierra is here too.” Another pause. “That’s the right address, yeah. Okay. Sure.” He sighs. “Look, man, don’t shoot the messenger. Just trying to help.”

He tries to hand me my phone, but I nearly stumble over my own feet, trying to escape his proximity. He eyes the bat warily and shrugs.

“I’m going to put your phone on the table.” He sets it down. “Why don’t you set the bat down?”

I shake my head.

I’m not letting go of this bat until Tierra and I are out of this fucking hell hole.
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Terrence

 

“I’m going to rip that kid’s tongue out and shove it up his ass,” Cal growls as he gasses his truck.

We’re all crammed in his truck—me, Cal, Jordy, Roan, and Hollis. What started as a fun night hanging with my boys has turned into a rescue mission. I can’t forget the look on Charlotte’s face. Pure terror and dread.

If they hurt Tierra or Penny, I will gladly help Cal murder those motherfuckers.

“Turn right here,” Hollis says from the back seat. “His house is on this street according to the GPS.”

Cal drives into the ditch, making us all bounce, and over the lawn, driving through flowerbeds and shit until he’s pulled up to the front door. I don’t wait for him to shut the truck off before I’m storming toward the house.

Jordy is right on my heels, a baseball bat in his grip.

“Check upstairs,” Roan barks out, “we’ll check down here.”

We pass a couple of guys on the stairs and one of the guys whistles to his friend. “Holy fuck. It’s going down now. Hoodlums are here and they look pissed.”

Cal, Jordy, and I rush up the stairs, pushing past people along the way. I find my way to the media room where there seems to be a crowd of people partying. Right away, I notice Tierra sitting on the floor against the wall, frowning. Standing above her like an avenging angel is Penny.

What the fuck did they do to my goddamn girl?

She left so beautiful and perfect.

Her hair is a mess, her makeup is smudged, and her dress isn’t even on straight. Someone took Sharpie and wrote all over her chest, arms, and legs. In her hands is a bloody baseball bat.

“Paxton’s not here,” Cal snaps. “Jordy, with me.”

They rush out of the room. I’m already stalking over to my girl. Some lanky dude—better be the twerp I talked to on the phone—lingers nearby like he’s trying to protect her.

Not Penny.

She can take care of her damn self.

Looks like she has my cousin’s back too.

“Terrence,” she chokes out.

I rush over to her, pulling her against me. “Hey, baby, I’m here. Shh. It’s okay. You’re safe now.”

“I, uh, tried to help,” the lanky dude says. “Here’s her phone.”

I take the phone from him without ever letting go of her. After I shove it into my jeans, I glance down at Tierra. Aside from being wide-eyed and slightly confused, she seems okay.

“Oh, Jesus, thank fuck you’re okay,” Hollis rumbles, yanking my girl from my arms into his. “We need to check you out, Penny.”

“Not here,” I grind out. “Let’s get them and go.”

Hollis starts to pick Penny up, but she extricates herself from him, launching back into my arms. He frowns at me, but then sets to helping Roan with Tierra. Roan scoops up my cousin like she weighs nothing as Hollis takes the purse from some guy I used to go to high school with named Carson.

“I got you, beautiful,” I murmur to Penny. “Want to let go of that bat?”

“No,” she croaks. “It’s mine now.”

Okay, then.

I’m not taking away her bat, that’s for damn sure. Gently, I pick her up, carrying her bridal style out of the media room. As we exit, Cal drags some motherfucker down the hall by his hair.

“Paxton?” I ask, hatred burning my blood hot.

“No,” Cal grinds out. “Aaron. He says it was Eli and Paxton, but they’re both gone. All he did was watch.”

Jordy kicks the crying dude in his ribs. Cal continues on his trek, dragging this kid down the hall toward the stairs. For a moment I think he might toss him over the side. Instead, he lets this kid’s ass hit every step on the way down.

“Party’s over, douchebags!” Cal bellows. “If you don’t want to be caught on video confessing you’re an accomplice to attempted rape, I suggest you get the fuck out of here!”

People start scattering like their asses are on fire.

“Cal…” Roan grips his shoulder. “What are you doing?”

“I’m about to strip this motherfucker and humiliate him until he tells me everything I want to know. You guys should get the girls home.” Cal glances at Jordy, who nods.

“I’m going to help Cal,” Jordy says. “Roan?”

Roan turns to Hollis. “Take Penny’s Jeep back to Cal’s. We’ll meet you all there…soon.”

Hollis, ever the peacemaker, nods at his husband. Anger burns through him, making him tremble with rage. As much as I want to beat the shit out of someone, I know my girl needs me.

“Let’s get them home.”
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They’re okay.

Thank fuck Hollis is an EMT. After he checked over both the girls, he determined that they didn’t ingest too much of whatever shit they were drugged with. Tierra ended up falling asleep on the recliner. Roux covered her with a blanket and then hovered close by, Emilia sleeping against her chest.

Charlotte…

She’s a mess.

Where Penny is dead-ass expressionless, Charlotte can’t stop crying. I know this shit messes with her because she went through something similar with Ryan. Hollis, now that he’s not in EMT mode, has been pacing, ripping at his hair as fury consumes him.

The guys haven’t made it back yet.

I’m itching to hop back in Penny’s Jeep and drive my ass back to help put the hurt on that asshole. Just when I think I might do just that, they show back up.

All three of them are splattered with blood.

“Paxton? Eli?” I ask, hoping like fuck the answer is yes.

“No, man. Just their pussy friend, Aaron.” Cal plops down on the sofa next to Charlotte. “You okay, Charlie girl?”

She nods and leans into him. “I’m worried about Penny.”

“I said I’m fine,” Penny snaps. “I just…I want to shower.”

“Come on,” I say, offering my hand. “I’ll help you.”

A hand fists my shirt. “You’re not helping my sister in the shower.” Fucking rat.

“No shit, Sherlock,” I grind out. “I’m just going to get the shower going and grab her some clothes. Back off.”

Roan calls him off. Hollis scowls at me, but doesn’t stop me when I pull Penny to her feet. I curl an arm around her waist, guiding her out of the living room. Once in the bathroom, I get the shower started. I locate a towel and then leave her to find some clothes. When I return, Charlotte meets me at the bathroom door with some makeup remover and girly shampoo shit. I take it from her and then push into the bathroom.

Penny stands in the same place I left her. Head bowed, body tense, trembling, bat still in hand. I set the things down on the counter before closing the door behind me. Her eyes are caked with mascara and that shit isn’t coming off with soap. I grab one of the pads Charlotte gave me and turn Penny to face me.

“Close your eyes,” I murmur.

Her eyes fall closed as I set to removing the makeup. I expect tears or a fracture in her façade. Nothing. Penny gives me nothing. If I know my girl, her walls have erected all the way up to heaven.

Good thing I know how to dig.

I’ll dig right under her walls every goddamn time. Deep, so deep with Penny. I will find her.

“You’re good. Water is hot. Holler if you need me.” I kiss her forehead. “I’ll be right outside that door.”

A tiny whimper claws up her throat, making me stall.

“You’re safe now, Penny.” I gently take the bat from her grip and lean it against the counter. “Get undressed and cleaned up.”

She reaches for her zipper, but her hand trembles too wildly to grab onto it. Without thinking, I grab the zipper and drag it down to help. As soon as I realize what I’ve done, I freeze. The last thing she needs right now is a guy trying to take her dress off. She grabs the dress before it falls to the floor, barely keeping her chest covered.

“I’ll be right out there,” I vow.

When she gives me a clipped nod, I leave her be. By the time I make it out of the bathroom, Tierra has been moved to the couch and given a pillow and blanket. Charlotte must be in Cal’s room, and everyone else is gone. Cal paces the living room, his body coiled and ready for a fight.

“I’m not letting this shit go,” he growls. “Eli and Paxton are both fuckfaces who have messed with Charlotte before. Penny too. I’ll be goddamned if I let them get away with this.”

“We won’t,” I vow. “Go shower off that blood and get to sleep. I’ve got Penny. Is Charlotte okay?”

“She will be. I just hate that this was a fucking reminder of what Ryan did to her.” His jaw clenches. “I will kill those bastards. I don’t even give a fuck if I go to prison.”

I know he’s dead serious too.

“Yeah, man. I hear you. Go to bed.”

After he walks off, I turn off the lights and lock up. I undress and pull on some basketball shorts just as the shower shuts off. I want to go help her, but I know Penny. She needs space. I’ll give her what she needs.

Quickly, I flip off the overhead light and leave just the bedside lamp on as I crawl into bed. She remains in the bathroom for nearly an hour. I’m about to check on her when the bedroom door opens.

She wears my T-shirt. It’s huge and hits her at her knees. In her hands are my sweatpants. “Too big,” she croaks out, tossing the pants on a chair.

Earlier, she was outwardly wrecked. Now, she’s clean and fresh-faced, but her eyes are what’s damaged.

She crawls into the bed, drawing the covers all the way up to her chin as she stares at the celling. Rather than yanking her to me like I want to, I pick up my phone. I find the music app and turn on her favorite.

White noise.

I keep it at a pleasant, soft volume before setting it back down on the table. With one last glance at her, I turn off the light. Once we’re bathed in darkness, I reach over and find her hand. Her fingers thread with mine.

“I’m sorry about what happened,” I murmur. “If you want to—”

“Stop talking.” Her words are barely whispered.

“Yeah, babe. Okay.”

The bed moves as she curls herself around me, her palm splaying out over my bare abs. I hug her to me, kissing her wet hair. I’m convinced she’s asleep until I feel the bed move.

A slight tremble.

The softest, most heart-breaking sob I’ve ever heard.

Hot teardrops pool on my chest where her head is resting.

Those fuckers will pay for making the tough, unbreakable Penny English cry. I will hurt them so fucking bad for this.

“Go to sleep, lil’ slugger.”

She sniffles and then does another rare Penny thing.

Laughs.

It’s then I remember that no matter what anyone does to Penny, she’ll come out swinging. They might have made her cry, but they did not destroy this girl.

No one on this planet has that power.

She’s going to be okay because she’s Penny fucking English.
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Penny

 

Noises.

I hate them.

Breathing. Coughing. Sneezing.

Tapping. Snapping. Crunching. Chewing.

But, when it comes to Terrence, I don’t hate his noises at all. The soft, steady sound of his breath filling his lungs and then quietly exhaling is more soothing than the white noise he put on for me.

Something about that small act of turning on my calming sounds has me wanting to hold onto him and never let him go.

I never really thought of myself as someone who relied on another person until Terrence showed up tonight. The moment I saw him, I felt immediate relief and gratitude. I felt safe and protected and cared for. I was terrified and infuriated, but as soon as he pulled me in his arms, I let go of everything. Just handed my troubles to him and let him take care of them.

I’d never understood Hollis and Roan or Charlotte and Cal. I thought my siblings were strange for wanting to tie themselves to someone and stay there. To me, everyone is basically annoying to some degree.

Not Terrence.

Sure, he teases me and pushes at my buttons, but it’s in a way I like.

I finally get my brother and sister now. Because the way they need their men is the same way I need this man.

It scares the crap out of me because I’ve never wanted anyone. Not like this. I found people attractive, but not enough to want to kiss or date them. Terrence is more than a good-looking guy who’s been through physical hell and back. He’s caring and gentle and funny. And I like his kisses and touches.

I’m not sure how much time has passed, but I’m starting to get antsy. I want to tell Terrence that he’s mine too. Surely if he’s allowed to claim me, I can claim him back. I know I don’t express myself well and he probably thinks I’m a bitch, but I do want him.

Since he’s asleep, I take a moment to explore his muscular chest with my fingertips. Each rounded curve or dip between muscles. The smattering of chest hair between his pecs. Hard nipples. My fingers stray lower, marveling over his abs that seem like they’re cut from stone. His naval gets attention too, and then I tease my finger along the trail of hair that leads into his shorts.

My palm ghosts over him, lower, barely caressing his cock. I’m fascinated how the softest of my touch has him hardening. His cock seems giant, though I don’t have anything to compare it to. He lets out a curse when I wrap my hand around it over his shorts.

“Penny,” he grinds out. “Whatcha doing, baby?”

“Feeling you.”

“You’ve been through a lot tonight…”

Anger shoots up my spine, making my ears burn. “You think because those assholes touched me that I don’t want to be touched by you? If anything, Terrence, I’d much rather distract myself with good things with you than let the nightmares of what-ifs consume me.”

“Penny—”

“Stop talking.” I grip his dick harder. “Did you know I have the words ‘virgin slut’ and ‘ice cunt’ and ‘Charlotte’s whore sister’ written in Sharpie on my fucking boobs?”

“Those motherfuckers—”

“I said stop talking,” I snap. “They touched me. I know they did. There’s a drawing of a fucking crab on my thigh.” Tears burn at my eyes, but I refuse to let them spring out. “They took my bra. My panties were gone. I don’t know if they had their fingers in me or on me. It’s maddening to not know. So excuse the fuck out of me if I want to be touched in a way that feels good. In a way I can control. Something I want.”

Silence fills the room.

“Are you done bitching me out?”

“For now.”

“Good. Now kiss me with that mean-ass mouth.” He grabs my hip, hauling me over his waist so I can straddle him. His hand finds my throat as he tugs me to him. “There’s my girl.”

Our kiss is angry at first. As though I can punish him for what they did or for his words. But his kisses quickly become ravenous, tasting and nipping and sucking as though he wants to consume me. Soon, I forget I’m angry, lost in the way he distracts me from everything but him.

Only him.

His large palms skim over my thighs and then slide beneath the shirt I’m wearing. A groan escapes him. He doesn’t have to ask. He knows. I don’t have panties because that fucker stole them from me. Again, Terrence draws me away from a few hours ago and brings me to the present.

“Goddamn, Penny. This ass is going to make me crazy.” He squeezes my cheeks, pulling on them, making me feel exposed in a way I never have before.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” I murmur.

“You’re just kissing me, baby. That’s all.”

“But, I want—”

“Stop talking,” he says, his voice playful. “That’ll happen another night. Not this one.”

Knowing that I’m not expected to have sex has relief flooding through me. As much as I want to try these things with Terrence, I’m terrified I won’t be able to or that I’ll do it all wrong.

“Can I take off my shirt?” I ask, my words sounding breathy and feminine to my ears.

“Probably a bad idea, but I sure as fuck won’t complain.”

I sit up and peel off the material, leaving me completely naked. My heart is hammering in my chest. Every nerve is buzzing inside of me.

He sits up, hugging me to him as he scoots back on the bed, his back resting on the headboard. His palm covers my breast and then his mouth is there. Between my spread legs, his cock, barely contained by the material of his basketball shorts, presses against me. I rub against it, loving how he growls in response. He bites my nipple, making me gasp. Then, he’s sucking it hard but in a way that feels really good. My hips move, eager for the friction of his dick. Every time I rub him just the right way, pleasure teases at me.

It’s intense and insane.

Rather than running from my crazy, I chase it.

“I need…” I murmur.

Honestly, I don’t know what I need. I just feel like Terrence has it for me.

“I know what you need.” His hot breath around my nipple makes me tremble. “Keep riding that dick, beautiful.”

I flex my hips, eager to chase this feeling. His fingers trail their way to my pussy. Easily, he finds the part of me that aches for him. I whimper, but it doesn’t scare him away. If anything, it emboldens him. He latches onto my breast, sucking hard enough to bruise, as his fingers rub at my clit.

All these years I’ve experimented to see if I could feel like other people, though I had no interest in touching myself. It felt mechanical and forced. Nothing I ever did felt like this.

This is incredible.

As though he knows my body better than me, he rubs in firm, small circles until it happens. I detonate like a bomb. Crying out, I arch my back as the elusive orgasm rips through me like lightning.

He clutches my ass, taking a meaty handful, and groans against my neck. His dick throbs. I realize, once his shorts grow warm and wet, that he came too. Pride flutters through me like butterflies.

I’m not weird, cold, inexperienced Penny.

I’m a woman who is very much desired by this man.

“I…” A stupid grin forms on my face. “Sorry about your shorts.”

He chuckles. “Is my girl making fun of me?”

“I think you like it when I make fun of you.”

“Yeah, I guess I do.” He smacks my bare ass. “Get to sleep. I need to do something about this.”

I roll off him, unable to wipe the smile off my face. The bedside light turns on and he climbs out of bed. Shamelessly, I watch as he pulls off his shorts, baring his nice ass to me. He grabs up a clean towel from a laundry basket and wipes off his front. I can’t help but check out his long, thick dick that still remains semi-erect. He locates a pair of white boxers and pulls them on.

God, he’s like an underwear model.

All muscles and sinful in a pair of boxers.

“You’re trouble, English. I think I created a monster.” He tosses me a clean shirt, but I make no moves to grab it. “It’s like that, huh?”

I shrug. “I don’t want to wear it. I like feeling you.”

His amusement fades as he crawls into bed. He strokes his fingers through my messy, still damp hair and then caresses my breast. “Then stay just like this. I like feeling you too.”

“Does that mean you’ll sleep naked too?”

“If I sleep naked, we might as well kiss your virginity goodbye.”

“You wouldn’t just take it,” I tell him.

“No, but you’d hand it over, baby, and you’re not ready no matter how good this feels.”

He pulls me to him and then turns off the light. I like the way my skin clings to his, both of us still sticky with sweat from moments earlier. My breasts are pressed into his ribs, which is an amazing feeling. I like feeling this close to him.

I drift off, more relaxed than I’ve ever felt in my entire life.
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“Not judging, man, but I suggest you get clothes on this girl before her brother murders you. Roan texted they’re on their way with Sebban. Bringing donuts.” Cal laughs. “And it smells like sex in here. You better air out this room. I’m guessing you have about ten minutes left until Hollis shows up.”

Terrence grumbles at him as he pulls the covers over our heads. The door clicks closed as Cal leaves.

“Your brother is going to kill me,” Terrence says, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “Question is, do I stay here and take a beating or do I force the most beautiful girl in the world to put some clothes on?”

“You almost died once and lived. You’ll probably evade death again. Let’s chance it and see.”

“Are you teasing me, Penny English? Who knew? Just needed an orgasm, huh?”

I smack at his chest, narrowing my eyes at him. “Stop talking.”

“Gladly.” His mouth crashes to mine, uncaring that we both have morning breath. He rolls his body on top of mine, settling between my spread legs. “Is this okay?”

“Yes,” I breathe. “Give me another orgasm. Hurry.”

“Bossy.” He grins. “I promised you the tongue.”

I curl my lip up at him. “Ew.”

“Not ew. You’re going to love it.” He kisses his way down my chest and stomach. “If you don’t, you can have my donut.”

I’m starving. For both orgasms and donuts. Either way, I win.

“Stop talking and use your tongue for something better. If you think—fuck!”

He nips at my clit, making my back come up off the bed. His palm covers my breast, pressing me down as his mouth assaults my pussy.

He’s right.

This feels amazing.

I clutch onto his head, spreading my thighs to give him more access. He growls against me—hot and ravenous. His lips and tongue are all over me, exploring and teasing and tasting. It’s the single most wonderful thing I’ve ever felt in my entire life. He pushes his tongue inside of me. It’s strange and slick and foreign, but I like it. I want more. His fingers and his dick.

“Mine,” he rumbles against my pussy. “This is mine.”

“Yes.” Sure as heck doesn’t feel like it belongs to me anymore. Every nerve ending in my pussy seems to obey his every stroke of his tongue. “Oh God.”

“Almost there, baby. I want your cream all over my tongue.” He starts fucking me with his tongue again as his thumb pleasures my clit.

It’s too much.

Not enough.

My orgasm slices through me in an earth-shattering way. I lose all sense of reality, swept up in the overwhelming sensations running through me. When I finally relax, he crawls over me until our mouths meet.

He tastes different now.

Like me.

His dick is hard and straining through his boxers. I know he said we wouldn’t, but I want it so bad. I want him.

“Terrence,” I beg.

“I know, baby. I want it too. Not yet. Give it time. Give us time.”

Car doors slam outside and his eyes widen.

“Hollis really will murder me. Get dressed, woman.”

I curl my lip up at him. “Hollis isn’t my dad—”

And then I hear it. Him.

“Where is she?” the familiar voice demands.

“Just getting dressed,” Cal says to my freaking dad. “Want a cup of coffee, man?”

Terrence flies out of the bed and dresses in three seconds flat. I roll my eyes and then put on the shirt he offers me. He tosses some shorts with drawstrings my way.

“We’ll continue this later, baby,” he assures me. “If I thought Hollis would kill me, there’s no telling what your dad would do if he caught us in here.”

“I’m a big girl,” I sass as I pull on the pants.

“With me, sure. Your dad, though, will always see you as his little girl.”

I climb out of his bed and hug him. “Try not to die. I like you.”

“Aww, English,” he says, stroking my hair. “In Penny-speak, that means you love me.”

“Stop talking.”

He laughs and it warms me to my heart.

Terrence is right about something. I’m falling for him. Hard. And I am so out of my depth here. I’d rather drown, though, than give up any of this with him.
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Terrence

 

I rush into the bathroom, needing to brush my teeth and wash up. There’s no fucking way I’m going to carry on a conversation with Garrett with his daughter’s arousal smeared all over my face. I’m not Cal. That fucker is fearless. I almost died once. Not looking to do that shit again.

After I’m clean and ready to face Garrett, I exit the bathroom. The small cabin is bustling with activity. Charlotte is in the kitchen at the coffee machine with Cal wrapped around her. Hollis is pouring milk for Sebban while Roan inhales a donut.

Jace, the big motherfucker he is, sits sprawled out on the sofa like he owns the place.

“Where’s Garrett?” I ask, as I sit down beside him.

“Checking on the girls in your room. Charlotte called this morning to tell him what happened.” His amber eyes flash. “I’m here in case we need to kill anyone.”

“If Cal would have got his hands on Eli or Paxton last night, he sure as shit would have for as pissed as he was.” I rub at my temple, hating that a headache is starting to form this morning. “Now that he’s clearheaded, he’ll come up with something a little more fitting for those douchebags. A beating to death is too simple.”

He nods. “I still think we should beat their asses. Those fuckers messed with my girl.”

Jace doesn’t seem the type to fuck around with girls twice as young as him, but I still get unnerved by his words. She’s my girl, not his.

“Whatever happened with your kid, man?” he asks, brows furling. “Samantha is pretty good about that shit. I figured you’d know by now.”

“I don’t know,” I say with a heavy sigh. “She says she’s working on it. It’s probably Jack, though. He’s not exactly a cool guy or easy to work with.”

Cal drops into the recliner. “How you were even friends with that guy is beyond me.”

Jace whips his head in his direction. “Me?”

“Yeah, Daddy Hoodlum. You. Dad said you and Jack Henderson were buddies in high school. He’s such a fucking loser.”

Jace tenses. “I’m not friends with him. We hung in the same circles, but we weren’t tight. What the fuck? That wife-beating piece of shit is your kid’s grandpa?”

“Wife-beating?” I growl out. “How the fuck do you know he beat his wife?”

“Jack and Vicki were together in high school but broke up because he gave her a fucking black eye at a football game. Everyone saw. She was mortified. Ended up hooking up with one of our friends and later got pregnant. When that dude bailed, Vicki took that piece of shit back.” Jace shakes his head. “I heard through friends that he wasn’t good to her or her daughter.”

Lacey.

Bile rises in my throat.

My mind drifts to the summer before my senior year of high school. To the one night I was with Lacey Henderson before she vanished into the night without another word.

[image: ]

“Don’t act like all this bullshit between us hasn’t just been foreplay leading to this night.”

Her eyes skate down my chest once more, lingering at my dick, before she looks down at her feet. “I’m not a virgin. Sex isn’t all that it’s cracked up to be, though. It’s kind of boring. And messy.”

“All I heard was that you fucked some loser who couldn’t get you off and came all over your stomach like he thought he was a porn star and now you’re jaded.” I step away from my pile of clothes and slowly approach her. “How close was I?”

“Right on it,” she admits, her brows tugging together.

I fist the front of her T-shirt and pull her to me. My other hand slides beneath the material, skimming over her ribs to settle on her lower back. “I’m not boring,” I murmur, dipping my head low so I can inhale her. “And if we fuck in the river, it won’t be messy either.”

She gasps when I slide my hand into her shorts. I give the flesh an appreciative squeeze.

“Ready to get naked, Lacey?”

“Not really.” Her voice comes out in a whispered quiver.

“I won’t hurt you,” I murmur. “You know that, right?”

She nods and fuck if my heart doesn’t tighten inside my chest.

“I’m going to make you feel really damn good. And then, when school starts back on Monday, Moaning Lisa, you have to be nice to me.”

Lacey glowers sometimes, but mostly she remains impassive. Like that stupid Mona Lisa painting we studied in art class. The same painting she so passionately spoke about to the teacher when she had to present her report over it. Some asshole named Troy suggested she get a room with the painting since she loved it so much and went on to make some porny moans that got his ass detention. We’ve been calling her Moaning Lisa ever since.

I chuckle, sliding my fingers along her ass crack. “Are you even capable of being nice?”

She steps back, pulling away from my touch, and glares. “I can’t make that promise. But if you make me feel good, I can promise tonight. You make it good for me and I’ll buy you breakfast. Deal?”

I stroke my dick, loving how her eyes unwillingly travel there. She’s not immune like I thought she once was. I’m athletic and muscular. Tall and hot as fuck. Girls do not turn down Terrence James. Not even little Lacey Henderson.

“I’ll make you come over and over until you beg me to give you a break.”

She licks her lips and lets out a resigned huff of air. “Fine. If you make fun of me, I’ll drown you.”

“You afraid I’m going to make fun of how you moan when you’re impaled on my dick?”

“I meant my body, asshole.”

At first I think it’s because she’s petite and not very curvy, but when she starts peeling off her shirt, I realize it’s something else altogether. Silvery scars dot her abdomen. Might be from cigarette burns or some shit. Whatever it’s from, it has me burning with the need to yank her to my chest so I can stroke her hair and kiss the top of her head.

A primal male part of me craves to claim her as mine and keep her. It scares the fuck out of me because I don’t keep chicks. I fuck them.

But Lacey?

She’s a keeper.
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I didn’t keep her, though.

After we fucked in the river and shared a night in my tent that had me wanting to hang up my playboy ways so I could settle for a cool-ass girl, she left. Never gave me the breakfast she promised either. Simply bailed. I learned not only did she fuck and run, she moved too. Fell off the map. And little did we both know at the time, she was pregnant with my baby.

A mixture of hurt and anger churns in my gut.

“Terrence, man,” Jace says, drawing me from my thoughts. “Get Samantha to put a rush on that shit. If he hurt his woman and his stepdaughter, I wouldn’t feel safe if he had my daughter and neither should you.”

Cold, icy dread swallows me up.

Zella.

My sweet little Zella.

So quiet and sad.

It’s then, I know.

Jack is hurting my girl and I have to figure out a way to get her the hell out of there.
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I leave Cal’s bedroom after having a lengthy conversation with Samantha on the phone. She says because there is concern of child abuse, though not proven, she thinks she can push through my request to the judge. Hope is surging through me at the thought of getting her out of Jack’s disgusting grip.

Now, I need to find out where Lacey is in Florida.

Maybe Garrett can loan me some cash to hire a private investigator to hunt her ass down. If she’s hiding from him, she needs to come out. I may be pissed at Lacey for leaving me, but I will work with her to get our daughter back. I can share custody and be friends with Lacey, though the romantic interest in her has long since fizzled.

“How you feeling, Tee?” I ask my cousin as I sit on the arm of the sofa next to her.

“Like I told Garrett a thousand times. Fine.” She crosses her arms over her chest, scowling.

I skim my gaze over to Penny, who’s taken over the recliner now. Her face is expressionless. Walls are erected high now that her daddy is here. Hollis catches me staring at his sister and narrows his eyes at me. Playfully, I flip him off before turning my attention to Garrett.

“They’re okay?” I ask him.

He nods. “I checked them both over. Whatever drugs they ingested seem to be gone. I wish, though, you guys would have taken them to the hospital to do a…” He glances over his shoulder at Charlotte and shudders before lowering his voice. “A rape kit.”

Violence I want to unleash on those sickos at the party comes surging to the surface.

“Tierra was surrounded by people the whole time and all she did was sleep,” Penny clips out. “And I told you. I wasn’t raped.”

“But you don’t know that for sure,” Garrett grinds out.

“Dad,” Penny huffs. “I’d know if there was a dick inside me.”

Jace lets out a snort. “What every dad wants to think about when regarding his daughter.”

“Not helping, pet,” Penny grumbles. “Dad, drop it. I’m fine.”

His lip curls up, reminding me of Penny when she’s grossed out. “Fine. Dropping it now.”

Penny’s shoulders relax just a bit. To everyone else, she’s this wall of no emotion. But I see my girl. Small tells, but they’re there. She feels just like the rest of us. It may be quieter, but it’s no less intense.

“I want you both to file a police report, though,” Garrett says in his superior way that makes people fucking listen.

“Of course,” Penny says in a sugary sweet voice. “Because that worked out so beautifully for Charlotte.”

Garrett’s nostrils flare. She’s right. They tried to do shit the legal, correct way and the Cunninghams kept fucking with Charlotte until she almost died. Attempted murder and rape. They tried to burn us all alive, for fuck’s sake. Police reports don’t do shit but piss the bad fuckers off.

Nah, when it comes to these pricks, we need to do it the Cal Hutton way.

A big, painful proverbial fuck-you thumb up the ass.

“What did Samantha say?” Jace asks, frowning. When he scowls, he looks just like Roan. Roan still has bad blood with his dad, but he tolerates him since his dad went and became besties with his husband’s father.

“She thinks she’ll get that shit pushed through faster with Zella potentially being in danger, though we have no proof.” I scrub a palm over my face and glance at Garrett. “We have to find Lacey.”

Penny tenses, her lips thinning out into a line. Nervousness glints in her blue eyes. I want to pull her into my arms and assure her I don’t want Lacey back. Just Penny. But, with her dad and brother within punching distance, I don’t go to her like I want. Instead, I try to reassure her with a smile. She flinches, darting her stare to her lap.

“I think Lacey is scared. Maybe hiding from Jack,” I tell him. “Back when we were together, she had scars. Like that fucker burned her with cigarettes.”

Penny snaps her head up, fury blazing in her blue eyes. “You think he’d do that with Zella?”

“If you saw Vicki’s bruises,” Jace reveals, “you’d have your answer. Fucking waste of breath is what he is.”

Garrett’s face reddens as he glowers at Penny. “And you went over to this motherfucker’s house?”

“I was there to protect her,” I remind him. “Plus, Jack wasn’t there. Penny won’t have to ever see him. It’s fine.”

“We need to get Zella out of there,” Tierra chimes in. “Can’t we just go get her?”

“Not if we want Terrence to legally get custody. Unfortunately, we have to do this the right way,” Garrett says, running his fingers through his dark blond hair that’s now messy from stress. I guess your children always getting attacked by psychos will do that shit to you. “I’ll press on Samantha until she gets shit done.”

“Press.” Jace snorts and Penny smirks. “Does your girlfriend know you want to press on your attorney?”

“His girlfriend hates Samantha,” Penny says with an evil glint in her eyes.

“Focus, children,” Garrett growls, pinning Jace with a glare.

“I wanted to hire a private investigator to find Lacey but…” I trail off. “It’s expensive.”

Garrett nods in silent understanding. “I know someone. Don’t worry about it. I’ll get him on it.”

“I can…” Pay you back.

“I know.” Garrett smiles. “It’s okay. We’re going to get her back for you. Terrence, you just keep yourself out of Hoodlum trouble. Don’t be a Cal.”

Cal laughs, flipping us off from the dining room where he has Charlotte in his lap while he talks to Roan and Hollis.

“We will get her back,” Garrett assures me. “I’ll make sure of it.”
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Penny

 

I stare at a text from Jack for the millionth time, wondering how to respond.

He needs me to sit for him tonight. But ever since Friday night where he put his hands on me and threatened me, I’m afraid to. That, coupled with what happened on Saturday night at the party, has me never wanting to leave my bedroom again. Yesterday, after breakfast, I went back home because I needed to shower and put on real clothes. I needed normalcy.

I wanted to drag Terrence along with me, but he was buzzing with worry over Zella. Since we couldn’t exactly make out in front of everyone, we sneaked in a quick kiss when he walked me out to my Jeep. We texted a bit, but mostly, I stayed in my bed trying to replay the good times I had with Terrence rather than obsess over the horrible ones at the party.

I could just ignore it.

Quit.

Never step foot in that man’s house again.

But what about Zella? That’s basically leaving her with the big, bad wolf. I can’t do that to her. I can handle myself. I’ll just keep my Mace handy. I can’t, however, abandon that little girl. Not now knowing what he did to Lacey and Zella’s grandma, Vicki.

Quickly, I reply back to Jack before I lose my nerve.

Me: I can do it. You’re not going out drinking, are you?

Jackoff Henderson: No, sweetheart. Friday I was out of line. I apologize.

Whatever, creep.

Me: It’ll have to be after basketball practice.

Jackoff Henderson: Thank you.

I shove my phone into my hoodie pocket along with my keys, wondering if it’s time to leave this hell hole yet. Finally, my teacher gets cut off by the sound of the last bell of the day. Snagging up my backpack, I haul ass out of class, eager to get to practice. I keep my head down and my pace quick, ignoring all the loud chatter around me.

“Get her.”

The voice is my only warning as I pass the boys’ bathroom. Hands grab me, yanking me inside. A shriek escapes me before a hand clamps over my mouth.

“In here, Grayson,” Eli barks out from the handicapped stall.

I struggle, but Grayson is too strong. He easily rips away my backpack to get a better hold on me. My heart is thumping so hard, I think I might have a heart attack. I kick out, trying to reach anything with my feet, but only manage to get air. He rounds the corner and I get a good look at Eli.

Man, I fucked him up.

The side of his face is stitched up. His skin is black and blue. Satisfaction chases away the terror. I shove my hand into my hoodie pocket, grabbing hold of my keys.

“An eye for an eye, bitch,” Eli growls, cracking his neck and curling his hands into fists.

Grayson laughs from behind me.

It’s clear Eli is going to hit me…or worse, and Grayson is going to help.

Fuck them.

I jerk my hand out, my finger on the Mace trigger. This is going to suck for me, too, but at least I’ll get to douse this asshole. It sprays out, shooting Eli right in the face. I’m aiming for his stitches. He roars in horror, clutching his face and choking. Grayson releases me as we both start coughing. Tears burn from the terrible spray, but it gives me my out. My eyes and nose and throat feel on fire, but I still manage to stagger my way out of the bathroom.

I crash into another guy.

Without looking, I nail him in the balls. I’m not going to let Paxton finish whatever those two assholes were starting.

But it’s not Paxton.

Cal groans and then curses. “Fuck, Penny. What the fuck?”

“Cal,” I choke out, tears rolling from my eyes. “T-They’re in there and t-they were g-gonna hurt m-me!”

He recovers quickly from my assault and pushes me aside. Just as he opens the bathroom door, Eli and Grayson come stumbling out. Eli is in bad shape, gasping like a fish, his face bright red.

“Get him to the nurse,” Cal snaps to Grayson.

Grayson helps Eli toward the stairwell. Cal reaches inside the bathroom to grab my backpack and then puts an arm around me.

“You okay, kiddo?” he asks, now sniffling from the pepper spray.

I’m shuddering, but safe, so I nod. He guides me downstairs and to the office. Once I’m seated, he texts someone on his phone before stalking into Aunt Karen’s office. The door slams hard enough pictures slide off the walls, crashing to the floor.

I shove my keys back into my pocket and grab my phone to text Terrence.

Me: I won’t be at practice.

Smash: Don’t be a slacker, slacker.

His playfulness has emotion overwhelming me. I want to pretend with him. That everything is fucking normal.

Is this how it was with Charlotte?

Ryan was hurting her and threatening her, but she would just put on that famous cheerleader smile to protect those around her from her problems.

I feel guilty for not understanding her before. How she wouldn’t just seek help or confide in us. It’s overwhelming when people are trying to hurt you and all you want to do is protect the ones you care about.

Jack.

Eli, Grayson, Paxton.

I want to deal with them on my own, but I feel outnumbered.

“Hey, Zero,” Liv says, peeking her head in the office. “Heard you got in a fight with boys and were sent to the office. I had to see for myself. I tried to tell Ericka you don’t fight with boys. You just let them tag team you at parties, but she didn’t believe me.” She holds up her phone and snaps a picture. “Now I have proof.”

I hiss at her. “Keep taking pictures of me and I will shove your phone up your ass.”

“You let them take pictures on Saturday night,” she sneers. “Just like your whore sister. Heidi told me all about what skanks the English sisters are.”

Springing from the chair, I rush her, tackling her to the linoleum just outside the office. She screeches when I grab a handful of her hair and smack the shit out of her. This bitch talks a good game, but I am not in the mood to be fucked with. As she squirms, trying to avoid another smack, I grab her phone, throwing it hard against the floor.

“Get off me, you bitch!” she screams.

“Nah, I prefer to see you cry,” I taunt, raising my hand to smack her again.

Strong arms yank me off Liv, who’s now crying. I’m no match for Cal, so I give up, falling limp in his grip. Aunt Karen is furious by the time she makes it over to us and assists Liv to her feet.

“In my office. Now,” Aunt Karen seethes. “I’ll get the boys. We’re going to get to the bottom of this.”
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“You’re lucky you’re all under eighteen,” Aunt Karen admonishes. “Every last one of you could get arrested for what went on today.”

Cal shakes his head. “Girls fight. That’s normal. What those two did”—he points a finger at both Grayson and Eli—“is assault. They should go to jail.”

“And you should go to jail for beating the shit out of Aaron!” Eli roars back.

Cal sneers at them. “Aaron who? Never heard of him.”

“Enough,” Aunt Karen snaps. “Liv and Penny, I’m giving you detention this week. Mr. Hutton will hold it in his classroom. I don’t want to hear so much as an unkind word out of both of you or you’ll both be benched for your first basketball game.”

I grind my teeth together, trying to keep my mouth shut.

“Grayson and Eli, you’re both suspended for a week,” Aunt Karen states, her no-nonsense glare pinning them in their seats.

“Objection!” Cal bellows.

“This is not court,” Aunt Karen growls. “I said stop.”

“They dragged her, kicking and screaming, into the bathroom to do God only knows what,” he snarls. “And they’re getting a slap on the hand?”

“My hands are tied here,” she throws back. “There were no witnesses and she wasn’t hurt.”

I meet Eli’s glare, glance at his nasty-ass wound and laugh, the sound bitter and cruel. He rises to his feet, his hands fisted.

“Shut the fuck up or—”

Dad breezes into the office, Samantha on his heels. I’ve never been so happy to see Dad.

“Go on,” Dad clips out. “Finish that statement in front of my attorney.”

“Oh, Jesus Christ,” Aunt Karen huffs. “Who invited you two here?”

Cal flashes me a smirk.

“Liv,” Aunt Karen barks out. “Wait in the office for Cal. Detention starts today after this meeting.”

She sulks but obeys. Good riddance. Dad takes her vacated seat beside me, clutching onto my hand. His eyes are filled with concern as he visually assesses me for damage.

“For the record,” Samantha purrs, “these two men physically dragged my client into the men’s restroom to try and sexually assault her again? Am I understanding that correctly? Because in the state of Oregon, seventeen can still be tried as an adult.”

“You can’t talk to them without their parents here,” Aunt Karen grumbles. “I’ve suspended them both. This is my job and I can handle it.”

“Suspended. Hmm,” Samantha says, a bite to her voice, turning her attention to Grayson and Eli. “Fine, I won’t speak to them, Karen, I’ll speak to you.” Her eyes never leave them. “These boys will be suspended, and it will be explicitly detailed what they did to Penny. That way, if they ever try to hurt her again, we will have something on file so that we can nail their asses to the wall. Understood?”

“Everything will be by the book, I assure you,” Aunt Karen grinds out. “You may leave now.”

Dad reaches for my hand and squeezes it. His voice is pleasant as he delivers his next words to Eli. “If you ever hurt or intimidate my daughter again, you’ll be nursing more than a contusion and bruises on your head.”

“Garrett,” Aunt Karen bites out. “Enough. You can’t threaten them.”

“I didn’t hear anything,” Samantha says, a smile on her pretty face. “Did you, Cal?”

Cal cracks his neck and grins evilly at them. “Nope.”

“Penny,” Aunt Karen says with a sigh. “Take them out of here and then go to detention with Mr. Hutton. Please.”

I rise to my feet and meet Eli’s stare again. “I hope it burns.”
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Terrence

 

As soon as practice ends, I grab my bag and limp my ass across the school to Cal’s classroom. My rage hasn’t cooled one bit since I read his text a half hour ago when he left his meeting to head to detention. Not only was Penny not coming to practice, she was going to be in detention as well. All I know is Eli and Grayson attacked her in the bathroom, forcing her to Mace them, and then she somehow ended up in a brawl with one of my other players, Liv. Of all people who belong in detention, Penny isn’t one of them.

Cal’s classroom door is open and I can hear him laughing. I walk inside to find Liv sitting in a desk at the very back of the room while Penny sits up front. Charlotte is perched on the edge of Cal’s desk, grinning at him.

“What happened?” I demand, my eyes locking onto Penny.

Her cheeks are tearstained, and her eyes are bloodshot. Aside from that, she just seems bored.

“She attacked me, Coach,” Liv whines. “And then she broke my phone! For no reason!”

“The reason is on her phone,” Penny says in a cool tone. “Pictures of me. In a state of…undress.”

My blood boils as I snap my attention to Liv. “You have pictures on your phone from when they sexually assaulted her?”

Liv’s eyes widen. “I, uh, they were sent to me. I didn’t take them. I was going to delete them. I swear!”

“Go home,” I growl. “Delete that shit from your cloud or wherever the fuck you have it.”

She flinches at my harshly delivered words. I should feel bad, but I don’t. I don’t have any patience for anyone who actively sets out to hurt my people.

Penny is mine.

As soon as she leaves, I squat down in front of Penny’s desk. “You okay?”

“When I think about Eli’s screams, everything feels better than okay.” She smirks. “Did you miss me, Coach?”

“Not as much as Tierra did,” I tease. “She had to whip everyone’s asses all by herself in practice since you were busy.”

Cal’s hand clamps on my shoulder. “We’re going to dinner at Eldridge’s steakhouse tonight. You two coming with?”

“Yeah,” I say as Penny murmurs, “Nope.”

I shoot her a questioning look. She won’t meet my stare as she stands up.

“We’re going to hang out at Cal’s then?” I ask, taking her hand.

“I have a thing to do. I’ll come over later.” Her lips press together and she fidgets.

I’m not about to press her in front of Cal and Charlotte. With a heavy sigh, I nod. “I’ll be there. Text when you’re on your way.”

“So,” Charlotte says, waggling her finger between us. “You two are a thing now?”

“Yep,” Penny replies, giving me a rare smile. “And don’t tell our brother. I don’t want my boyfriend to die.”

Boyfriend?

My lips curl into a wide smile. “Did you just claim me, mean-ass?”

“Stop talking,” she says with a cute eye roll, “or you’ll ruin it.”
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I bought a car.

After dinner with Cal, Charlotte, and Cal’s parents, I randomly decided it was time to replace the vehicle that had been totaled last spring. A couple hours later and I drove off the lot in a mostly new black Chevy Trailblazer. I was tired of relying on rides or borrowing Cal’s truck.

When I get back to Cal’s, I shoot Grandma a picture of it. She likes when I’m responsible and shit. As soon as she replies, I roll my eyes.

Grandma: Looks expensive. When you go through your mail, shred all the credit card apps.

I dread going through that box, but Grandma will ride my ass until I do. So much for being an adult. I’ll always be the kid she was saddled with when Mom got herself in trouble. I love my grandma, but she’s a major pain in my ass.

As soon as I walk inside, I can hear Charlotte’s whines from in their bedroom. Whatever Cal’s up to today sounds painful. That dude has always been such a fucking freak in the bedroom, but with Charlotte, it’s like she unleashed all the wicked parts of him. They’re in love, so it must work for them. I’m just not into pain and shit. After the accident, I’ve had enough pain for this lifetime and I sure as shit don’t want to inflict any on Penny.

I take a quick shower to rub one out, my thoughts on my girl, before settling in my bed to go through the box piled high with mail. It’s nearing nine and I can’t help but worry about Penny. She’s off doing something secretive and I hate it. I wish she’d just talk to me. Knowing her, she’s probably learning ass kicking moves from Jace so she could beat up Grayson and Eli. That shit would not surprise me in the least.

My box of mail is mostly full of credit card offers. I ignore most of Grandma’s notes she’s written on them, all of which are to help guide me into adulthood.

This company is a scam.

This card usually offers good rates at first but raises them to 28% later.

Don’t apply for this one.

Credit cards lead to debt, which you don’t need.

There are get well cards from some family members and friends. All of which she writes that I need to text them a thank you. I find a few hospital bill receipts, and out of curiosity, actually open those to see what kind of debt I owe Garrett. Not that he’s made any move to ask me to pay him back.

I open one hospital receipt and nearly throw up my steak.

Three hundred thousand dollars.

Just for my stay at the hospital. That’s not even including the surgeries or therapies. Holy fuck. I collect all the bills and put them in a stack to open later. I’ll have to give this guy half my paycheck for the rest of my life and I’ll still never pay him back. Makes me feel like shit about it too.

With a heavy sigh, I dig until I find some letters.

From Lacey.

“What the fuck?” I mutter.

Now I feel like an idiot for avoiding this until now. She’s probably written to me to tell me where she’s at. That Jack’s an abusive asshole. I could have gotten to the bottom of this a long time ago. Maybe I would’ve been told Zella was mine long before I made that conclusion myself after Christmas.

I dig through the whole box, finding all the letters to me, sorting them in order of when they’re postmarked. They started a year ago, months before my accident. I remember Grandma texting me while I was at OSU telling me I had some letters. I didn’t even respond because letters feel ancient when you could text. I assumed they were from family or some shit.

I open the first letter, my chest tightening with unease.

 

Terrence,

It’s your right to be mad at me. I’m sorry it took me so long to write this. I’ve been unable to find the courage to until now. I thought it was better this way. That we were safer. Truth is, it’s not. I’m scared and it’s not just me to think about. There’s no other way to tell you this. You have a daughter. Zella Teejay Henderson. She’ll be four at the end of April. I’m sorry. I have no other words for you. I’ve written my address. I don’t have a phone and it’d be best if you didn’t write back. Just come visit us. Who knows, maybe we might come back with you.

Lacey

 

I read the letter several more times, confirming that Zella is indeed my daughter. Holy shit. I knew. I just had a gut feeling, but seeing this has my heart expanding, wanting that little girl in my life right the fuck now. I open the next letter that’s a month later.

 

Terrence,

I can tell you’re mad, but Zella doesn’t deserve this. She needs her father. I am fine with you not wanting to have anything to do with me, but I can’t stand by and let you ignore her. Please. It’s imperative you come here. Meet her. Don’t abandon her, T.

Lacey

 

Her letter pisses me off. She’s the one who abandoned me, not the other way around. I was completely enamored with Lacey. We had real potential to be something. She upped and left, leaving me to nurse my broken heart. I didn’t even have a chance to love Lacey. She couldn’t even give me that. And now she’s throwing out accusations of abandonment over snail mail? This bitch has some nerve.

Irritated, I rip open the next letter that comes a few weeks later.

 

Terrence,

I gave her the middle name of Teejay. After you. Terrence James. He doesn’t know that. It’s my “fuck you” to him. I don’t get them very often, but when I do, it feels good. I’m sorry about my last letter. I was upset. Please come to us. Come get us. I don’t have a number and please don’t write. Just show up. I’ll go back to Hood River with you. We can be a family.

Lacey

 

The desperation in this letter has guilt flooding through me. She’s obviously talking about Jack. It unnerves me to think about what that asshole could have been doing to her. Quickly, I rip open another letter that’s dated a week later.

 

Terrence,

She’s such a sweet girl. Too quiet for her age. Unfortunately, she’s learned that when her mouth is closed, she doesn’t get into trouble. I hate this life for her. I hate that she has to fear speaking because of what he will do. I can’t live like this. The last time I tried to leave, it ended badly. I’m no match for him, T. I need you to come to us. Just get the three of us and we’ll leave that bastard. Then, we can go to the cops or whatever. I just need you to come to us. I didn’t want to write this in the letter in case it got returned back to me somehow and got in his hands, but I’m desperate. We need a savior.

I didn’t want to leave you that night. I knew we were moving to Florida and I just couldn’t tell you. All I wanted was one single good night in my life. Just one. You were it. I still owe you breakfast. If you come to us, I’ll buy you breakfast every day. I swear to you. If not for me, do this for Zella. She needs her daddy.

Lacey

 

Rage boils my blood. She was scared to death and I was living my best life in college. And now that motherfucker has stolen her daughter away. There’s one letter left and I’m afraid to open it. It’s dated the day of my accident.

 

Terrence,

I’m pregnant.

I’m disgusted and embarrassed and horrified. I don’t want his baby, but what choice do I have? It was bad enough with one child to shield from him. But two? I’m going to try to come see you. We might have to hide out for a bit. Mom is helping me formulate a plan. It has to go just right or he’ll take Zella away from me. I can’t lose her. Hopefully we’ll see you soon.

Lacey

 

My hands are shaking as I take pictures of each letter and send them to Samantha. The phone rings not ten minutes later.

“Hey, baby,” Samantha purrs into the line. “Looks like you just got me the proof I need to get this paternity test done by tomorrow morning. I’ll keep you posted.”

“He hurt her,” I choke out. “He clearly hurt her. They need to arrest him.”

Her sigh crackles through the line. “Who?”

“Jack!”

“I know, but a judge won’t. She doesn’t name him. Simply hints. It could be a boyfriend or a neighbor or a friend. We don’t know without a shadow of a doubt that it’s Jack Henderson.”

Un-fucking-believable.

“He fucking kidnapped her daughter—our daughter! She’s out there pregnant with her stepfather’s kid, scared shitless of him, and you’re telling me we have no proof?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” she says in a calm tone. “But I’m going to speak with the PI. Now that we have an address, he can find out more information. Just let the law do its job for now. We’re getting Zella back for you.”

“What about Lacey?”

“One problem at a time, Terrence.”
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Penny

 

I’ve spent all evening, while Jack was off doing whatever it is he does, trying to coax out answers from Zella. I know she likes and trusts me, but she clams up any time I mention her mother. It breaks my heart for her.

“Does your dad ever hurt you?” I ask, hating that I even have to refer to Jack as her father.

Her brows furl and she looks down at her lap, shrugging.

“You can trust me. You know that, right? We tell each other secrets.” I take one of her small hands in mine. “You didn’t tell on me that you already knew me. You call me Penelope instead of Penny when your dad is around. I won’t tell anyone.”

When she doesn’t speak, her body trembling, I know it’s from fear. She’s afraid he’ll somehow find out. It pisses me off that he’s got her mind warped so badly.

“Did you know daddies are supposed to be kind and gentle and funny?” I ask, squeezing her hand. “My dad is a hero. A doctor. You were going to see him once, but then your dad got mad and took you away. Remember?”

She nods, her brown eyes lifting to mine. It kills me how much she looks like Terrence. Same soulful eyes filled with pain. With Terrence, he nearly died from an accident and remained in a coma. It’s his reason. Hers is Jack. It’s terrible that a child should be so afraid.

“Want to hear a bedtime story?”

Her lips curl into a sweet smile. “Yes.”

“Once upon a time there was a beautiful queen. She had blond hair,” I say, tugging at one of her curls. “She found a handsome king with skin the color of yours.”

A small giggle escapes her, warming cold parts of my heart I never knew existed.

“One day, they had a lovely little princess who had hair like her mother and skin like her father. Everyone thought she was the most beautiful girl in all the land, especially Knight Penny.” I grin at her. “Then something terrible happened. An evil dragon stole the queen and princess. He took them far, far away. The king was under a magical spell, fast asleep, so he didn’t even know they were missing!”

“That’s sad,” she whispers.

“It’s okay. The king was strong and he woke up. He made a friend with Knight Penny and together they decided they would slay the dragon, save the princess, and find the queen.”

Her brown eyes twinkle. “What happened? Did they live happily ever after?”

The front door slams, rattling all the windows in the house, making us both cry out in surprise.

“It’ll have a happy ending,” I quickly reassure her. “I’ll tell you the rest another day.”

I turn off her lamp and nearly run into Jack as I exit her room. He peers into the darkness. “Was she well behaved?”

“A perfect little princess.”

“Hmph. Right.”

“Shh,” I admonish. “She’s asleep.” I pull the door closed and start for the living room. It creeps me out that he follows me, but it gets him away from Zella’s room, which makes me happy.

“The other day I was drunk,” he says. “I didn’t drink much tonight. Didn’t want you to think I was always an asshole.”

I force a smile. “Okay.”

He studies me for a long moment and then pulls some money out of his pocket. “Zella likes you. I like you. You might just become a permanent fixture one day.” His words are meant as a joke, but I don’t like them.

“It’s late. I need to go home.”

He sighs. “I said I was sorry, Penelope.”

“Okay,” I say again, keeping my expression neutral. “See you around.”

His hand curls around my bicep, making the blood freeze in my veins. “I’m just a lonely man. I didn’t mean to hurt or offend you.”

“Good night, Jack.”

I tug my arm free and he lets go. My heart hammers in my chest as I race to my Jeep. There has to be a way to make my story come true for Zella. I want to be her knight in shining armor who saves her from the monster in her world and returns her to her parents.

That sweet girl deserves it.
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The door is unlocked at Cal’s cabin, but the lights are off. After locking the door behind me, I blindly find my way to Terrence’s room. Dad wasn’t keen on me spending the night again “with Charlotte,” especially after this weekend and then today at school, but I wasn’t asking. I was telling. He knows I do what I want.

Light shines from the crack under Terrence’s door. Relief floods through me that he waited up for me even though it’s almost midnight. I push open the door and frown to see the mess everywhere. Terrence is sitting on the bed, leaned against the headboard, a stack of letters in his hand. He’s shirtless and in his boxers, which is distracting because he looks so good, but it’s his face that draws my attention.

Something about his expression kills me.

Despondent.

Devastated.

Hopeless.

I drop my bag and keys to the floor after closing the door and walk over to the bed. He doesn’t stop me as I clean off all the mail and move the box off the bed. His eyes don’t lift, even when I shed my clothes and crawl into bed next to him, wearing nothing but my panties.

“Hey,” I murmur, leaning in to kiss his cheek. “What’s wrong?”

He hands me the letters in his hand. “She’s been trying to reach me.”

I take the letters and read the first one. It takes me a few moments to read through them all. Dread twists inside me for reasons unknown to me.

“This proves you’re the father,” I say softly. “Zella is yours.”

“Which we already knew. You saw her that day,” he reminds me. “She looks just like me. I hate that she’s there all alone with him. We don’t know what kind of shit he does to her.”

I have a pretty good idea.

And she’s not always alone. Sometimes she has her knight.

“Samantha can do something with this, right? She can help?”

“I’ve already called her and sent her copies. She thinks she’ll have approval by tomorrow,” he murmurs.

“That’s great news,” I rush out. “Then we can bring her home.”

He takes the letters, stares at them for a long moment, and then sets the stack down on the end table. “We have to find her.”

Lacey.

He wants to find Lacey.

“I think she’s hiding because she’s pregnant and scared.” He sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose. “She begged for me to come save her. I didn’t know. Penny, I didn’t know.”

“Shh,” I murmur, curling around him to give him comfort. “We’ll find her.”

And then what?

Will Lacey want to make up for lost time with him? Be a family?

Zella deserves that. Just like in her story. Problem is, that story fucking sucks for me.

“If I’d known, I would have gone there to save them,” he murmurs. “I would have. I wouldn’t have left them all alone. I hate that she thinks I abandoned them when they needed me.”

“But you didn’t know,” I whisper.

He’s quiet for a long time. Then, he flips off the lamp, scoots down in the bed, and pulls the covers up. I remain sitting up for a few minutes, wondering if I should stay or leave. For the first time since I’ve started this relationship with Terrence, I don’t feel wanted.

It fills me with dread.

Sick, oily dread.

The thought of not having this thing between us evolve into more feels like a bad joke. A tease. Nothing but a tiny glimpse into a future I truly wanted but wasn’t meant to have.

I don’t belong with him.

She does.

I start to slide off the bed, but a strong hand grips my bare thigh. “Don’t leave me, baby. I need you.”

My heart does a chaotic tremble. I slip back under the covers, lying flat on my back. He rolls on top of me, his lips fusing to mine in a needy way. His body finds its way between my thighs, spreading me open for him. The moment his cock rubs against me through our clothes, I let out a whimper.

“I want you,” I plead. “Please.”

“You’re not ready,” he murmurs.

I slide my palm beneath his boxers, gripping his firm ass. One of my hands slips between us and I pull his cock out of the front of his underwear. He grunts, thrusting against my hold on him. I try to imagine what it would feel with him inside me, stretching me to my limit. It sounds terrifying, yet also oddly thrilling.

I want it.

I want him.

He grips my hand, pulling it off his dick, to bring my palm to his lips. His kiss is sweet and gentle, but the way his bare cock grinds against my pussy that’s covered by a thin layer of material is anything but gentle.

“Fuck, you make me insane for you,” he growls, pinning my wrist against the pillow above my head.

With my free hand, I pull my panties aside, needing to feel him against me. His hard, thick cock slides against my bare clit, sending shivers rioting through me.

“Penny,” he practically snarls. “You’re not ready.”

To prove his point, he rubs the tip of his dick along my slick slit, teasing at my entrance. I freeze, unable to move or speak. All I can focus on is the ragged sounds of our breathing.

It’s noisy.

Too noisy.

“I want you,” I whimper. “But I’m scared to do…that.”

He leans forward, kissing my mouth. “I know, baby. What if we do something else? You trust me to make you feel good?”

“Yes,” I breathe. “Please.”

He sits up and then grabs something from the bedside drawer. I can’t hear what he’s doing, but I hear a cap open. “I’m getting my dick nice and slick,” he explains, the darkness hiding his actions from me. “If it’s too much, tell me to stop and I will.”

He maneuvers my legs until they’re up in the air, the backs of my thighs pressed against his chest. I feel exposed, but I do trust Terrence. He said we weren’t having sex. That calms me down because I know he’ll stay true to his word. His thick cock slides between my thighs and comes up, rubbing along my clit.

Oh, God, that feels good. It’s so slippery.

He grips my thighs, pressing them together. It’s then I realize he’s going to fuck my thighs while rubbing his dick against my clit. It’s almost like sex, but not scary. No, it feels really good for me and based on the feral grunts coming from him, he must love it too.

“Touch your tits, Penny. Pinch those nipples. Pretend they’re my teeth.”

“That’s weird,” I say with a smile.

“Nah, baby, this is weird, but you’ll like it.” The cold lube splatters on my chest. “Rub on them now.”

I grumble in faux annoyance that he got me messy, but the second my fingers slick across my nipples, rubbing the lube in, I see stars.

“Oh my God,” I whimper.

He chuckles. “Told you. Now let’s pretend I’m fucking you so hard you won’t be able to walk for a week.”

It’s easy to pretend with all the pleasure assaulting me all at once. Although, there’s an aching emptiness I wish he would fill. I may be afraid to take this step, but I still want him. That want doesn’t disappear.

As he fucks my thighs, he grips my ass, lifting me up for a better angle and spreading my cheeks. His balls slap against my ass with each thrust. We’re both sweating as he drives us closer and closer to climax.

“You’re so fucking perfect,” he hisses, his movements growing uneven.

His words send me over the edge. I’ve always been imperfect in every way. A broken version of my siblings who actually are perfect. I know I’m not perfect, but the fact Terrence thinks so has me succumbing to the pleasure he’s gifting me. I cry out as my orgasm overtakes me, unable to continue my ministrations on my hard, sensitive nipples. He growls before heat jets over my stomach, soaking me in his release. His thrusts slow to a stop.

The room grows quiet, but this time it’s a sated, happy kind of comfortable. I wish I could see his face right now. I know he’d be giving me one of his ravenous stares I love so much. He grips my thighs, spreading me apart, and then crudely smears his cum all over my stomach. It tickles and a small giggle escapes me, making him freeze.

“What?” I demand, suddenly self-conscious.

“Nothing.”

“Liar.”

He rubs cum over my nipples, teasing them. “Just you.”

“What?” My voice sounds tight and almost bitchy.

“I thought your moans were the best sound I’d ever heard. Turns out, it’s that cute as fuck giggle. Now I’m wondering how to make it happen again.”

“Don’t think about it,” I warn.

Of course he already did.

He spends the next few minutes tickling me until I’m screaming at him and promising bodily harm.

“Asshole,” I grumble as he escapes the bed, narrowly missing a swift kick to the gut.

“You love me.”

With those words he heads to the bathroom and starts the shower. I lie on the bed, sticky with his cum and still grinning in the dark.

The light turns on, blinding me. I squint at him, scowling. His sexy smirk does me in. I drink in his muscular body and cocky aura.

“I got you dirty. Now it’s time to clean you up.” He makes a gesture with his head for me to follow.

Like the lovesick girl I am, I scramble off the bed after the stupidly hot boy.

This thing between us is fiery and intense. It grows and grows each day, an unstoppable inferno. All I can do is cherish each moment, hoping it’s not the last.

As soon as we find Lacey and get Zella back, I have a feeling I’m going to lose him. It’s painful and I should walk away now, but I can’t.

Even if this is all we get, I’ll take it.

It’s more than anyone has given me my entire life. I’ll be damned if I don’t enjoy every second like it’s the last.
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Terrence

Two weeks later…

 

I’m a father.

Fuck, I knew this already, but the results of the paternity test made it real.

There’s no question.

Zella Teejay is mine.

The moment the test came through, proving what we already knew, I was ready to storm over to Jack’s and take my baby girl from him. Unfortunately, the law doesn’t work that way. According to Samantha, there are steps and procedures and hearings. Each day that passes feels like torture. She's locked away with a monster and there's not shit I can do about it.

My main worry is he’ll run with her. He’s done it before, with Lacey, and then with Zella back here. Who’s to say he isn’t planning to bolt the second he can? It’s unnerving and stressful—always on my mind.

“Here!” Penny barks at Tierra, jolting me from my thoughts and bringing my focus back to the game.

Tierra chest passes the ball to Penny, who snags it, flies around her opponent, and dribbles toward the goal like her ass is on fire. She shoots and scores. Penny will make it wherever she throws from. That girl doesn’t miss, especially not in a game. I learned that after our first game where we destroyed the other team, mainly due to Penny and all her impossible shots.

Penny and Tierra are a fearless duo who play incredibly well together. Pride surges through me. My girl is a beast and I fucking love that about her. Tierra steals the ball again, running it down the court. Penny shows up out of nowhere and ready for it. Like always. The other team can’t keep up. They’re exhausted and bummed, that’s evident.

Penny goes to shoot and someone from the other team elbows her right in the nose, sending her falling to her ass.

“Foul!” I yell at the referee, who’s already blowing his whistle.

Tierra helps her to her feet. She’s not bleeding, which is good. Penny takes her free throw and drops it in with the most bored expression on her face. She flashes the girl one of her signature bitch smiles.

Our girls get possession of the ball and once again score. They’ve tripled the other team’s score.

Finally, the buzzer signifies the end of the game. The girls are hyped by the win, but not many of them congratulate the stars. Kind of pisses me off. It seems that most of them are in solidarity with Liv. The bitch wishes she were half as good as either Tierra or Penny.

“Bring it in,” I call out. “Good game. Way to kill those girls out there. Get some rest because next weekend we need to destroy Rockford like we did this team.”

Liv sniggers and whispers to Ericka.

“Care to share?” Tierra snaps at her.

“Nope, Rockford Reject.”

Tierra fists her hands and I shake my head at her. “Enough. Go home, ladies.”

They disperse and Tierra is once again grinning. We bump fists before I turn my attention on Penny. Her face is flushed and she’s not smiling, but her eyes smile for her. She’s pleased with her playing.

“Good job, Zero.” I smirk at her.

“Couldn’t have done it without you, Coach Smash.”

It’s sweet of her to say, but we both know Penny doesn’t need much coaching. She’s a natural.

“Congrats, angel,” Garrett says, pulling Penny to him for a hug. “You did awesome out there. You too, princess.”

Tierra preens. “I told you. It’s queen.”

Garrett smiles at her. “My sincerest apologies, your majesty.”

“Go shower, stinky ass,” I say to my cousin, giving her a playful shove.

She shoots me an embarrassed look before punching my arm. “Asshole.”

“Penny and I are going out for a late dinner to celebrate. Jace is meeting us up there. Cal had something to do with his dad, but Charlotte and Loden will be there too. You two should come with,” Garrett says, darting his attention between me and Tierra. “My treat.”

His treats are all too frequent where I’m concerned.

“We’ll come, but I’m getting mine and this knucklehead’s meal,” I tell him, tugging on Tierra’s ponytail. I want to get Penny’s too, but her dad might see through that shit.

Another day.

He’ll find out one day and I’m glad it’s not this one.

Garrett seems like a cool guy, but I don’t know how cool he’ll be if he knows I’ve been all but fucking his daughter. We haven’t gone through with it yet. I’m in no rush. Just having her in my bed to kiss and hold would be enough. Of course, Penny never lets it be enough. She rolls into my bed, naked and eager every damn time. I can’t tell that girl no. Never.

“We should go to Jordy’s place to eat. He’s working tonight,” Garrett says, a knowing glint in his eyes. “Maybe Roux could even come down and see us.”

“Sounds like a plan. See you there.”
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The restaurant is bustling with activity. Saturday nights draw in a big crowd. Thankfully, Garrett must have called ahead and reserved the large, corner round booth for us. I’m on one end on the outside with Penny to my right and Tierra to her right. Garrett sits beside her with Charlotte on his right. Loden is beside her and Jace is next to him, sitting directly across from me.

“Stop playing footsies with me, Lo,” I complain.

He laughs, slinging his arm around Charlotte’s shoulders. That shit used to piss off Cal, but now he treats Loden like an annoying little brother and puts up with his flirtation shenanigans. If he weren’t gay, Cal would have probably already drowned him in Hood River.

Jace smirks at me, amused that Loden always projects his advances my way. Truth be told, I think Jace scares the shit out of Loden. He’d probably crush his guitar playing hands in his fists if Loden put the moves on him. Lo definitely doesn’t attempt his playful flirtations toward Jace. No, that shit is reserved all for me.

In a nonchalant move, I put my arm around Penny, pretending to just need to stretch out a little. Jace shakes his head, barely hiding his stupid smile. I don’t care if he knows. He’s Penny’s friend—albeit a strange pairing. It’s her dad I would like to keep that shit from.

I glance toward the kitchen, where Jordy’s working his ass off. That boy has always loved to cook. He told me last we spoke that Bob’s been traveling a lot to see his sick mom, leaving Jordy to manage the restaurant. He’s pulling long hours, which is hard on Roux, but whenever he gets a break, he runs next door and up to their apartment to pay them a visit.

“How are the headaches?” Garrett asks, drawing my attention his way. I don’t miss the slight glance at my proximity to Penny, but he doesn’t say anything about it.

“As long as I stay on top of them, I’m okay. Reading for long periods makes my eyes hurt, which leads to migraines.” I frown because lately I’ve been doing a lot of that.

“My cuz is going to be a teacher,” Tierra tattles. “As if the school needed another teacher like Cal Hutton.” She shakes her head. “I am so glad I’ll be graduating in May. Too embarrassing to have both my cousins teaching there.”

Garrett lifts a brow at her. “I think Terrence is more than capable.”

“You don’t know him like I do,” she sasses back.

I roll my eyes. “I won’t be doing shit if I don’t pass these certifications.”

“I want you to get your eyes checked,” Garrett says to me. “I could do it, but if you need glasses, you’ll have to see an optometrist anyway. Make an appointment. Might help with your headaches too.” He pulls out his phone. “I’ll text you Dr. Rowland’s number.”

My phone buzzes in my pocket and I nod my thanks. Not interested in getting glasses, but if it helps, I’ll try it. Just like physical therapy has been helping. I'm not so stubborn I'd rather leave myself at a disadvantage if there's any possibility I can improve and become pain free.

“Ahh, there’s my baby girl,” Jace says, grinning.

Roux walks over to the table, Emilia in her arms. “Hey.”

Jordy like a fucking vampire just appears behind her, dragging a chair up to the table for her to sit. “Hey, Little Hoodlum.” He presses a kiss to her mouth and then runs his thumb over Emilia’s dark head before nodding toward the kitchen. “Food’s almost done. It’s too busy to take a break, but I’ll come back by later.”

“Give me my girl,” Jace says, holding his tattooed arms out for Emilia.

Roux passes her to him and then smiles sweetly as her dad—huge ex-con—hugs the baby to him. He coos at her in a stupid ass voice, but I get it. I’m about to have my little girl in my own arms and if baby talk makes her feel happy, I’ll do that shit too with a goddamn smile on my face.

“Me and Jordy have some news,” Roux says, her amber eyes lighting up.

“I told you Jordy has super sperm,” Loden whispers loudly to Charlotte.

Roux shakes her head. “Ha. No, it’s something else.”

Concern flashes in Jace’s eyes. “Everything okay?”

“Perfect,” she assures him.

The waitress stops by, delivering our food, and everyone dives in. Penny, no longer hyped up from the game and with fatigue wearing her down, grows tense at all the clattering of silverware on plates. She’s great at managing the way they bother her, but I notice when she’s stressed, tired, or upset, she has no wall high enough to stop them from whipping at her like lashes of a belt.

I give her thigh a reassuring squeeze, letting her know I know she’s struggling, but that I’m here for her. Some of the tension bleeds out of her body.

“Did you tell them?” Jordy asks, taking Emilia from Jace so he can eat.

“I thought we could do it together.” She beams up at him, proud as hell.

Jordy and Roux are stupidly in love. It’s satisfying to feel their happiness rippling off them in waves. Those two deserve that shit more than just about anyone I know.

“Bob’s selling the restaurant,” Jordy states. “To a local businessman.”

“This has Garrett English written all over it,” Penny whispers to me.

“The businessman,” Roux says, flashing Garrett a wide grin, “has offered to sell it to Jordy and me at a ridiculously low price and has also offered to finance it for us. The interest rate is lower than any bank and the payments are more than manageable considering how busy the restaurant stays.”

“The businessman runs his life like it’s a goddamn Monopoly board,” Jace says with a smirk. “We’re all pawns in his game.”

“Better hold on tight to that get out of jail free card then, pet,” Penny says.

He rolls his eyes. “Penny’s got jokes. What else is new?”

“We’re going to fix this place up and make it really nice,” Jordy tells me. “Garrett’s lending us some extra for renovations.” He nods at Jace. “And Hirsch over here is gonna help with the hard shit since he’s good with his hands.”

“There’s a joke there and I’m holding it in because I don’t want broken bones,” Loden says, bursting out into laughter that makes Charlotte join in on.

Jace messes up Loden’s perfect rock god hair, making him scowl and whine for Charlotte to trade places with him.

“That’s great,” I say, grinning at Roux. “I’m happy for you guys.”

“It’s exciting. It’ll be hard with a baby, but Dad said he’ll babysit when he can if I want to do stuff around the restaurant,” Roux says. “Aunt Penny is a good babysitter too, huh?”

Penny stiffens at her words. “Yup.”

I shoot Penny a questioning look, but she’s in impenetrable wall mode, face expressionless.

“I’ve been adding more Tex-mex dishes into the menu,” Jordy states, a proud grin on his face. “The customers are digging the new specials. Might make them permanent additions.”

“When the restaurant is officially ours, we’re going to revamp the whole menu,” Roux reveals. “Charlotte’s going to help with the new décor, too.”

“You going to keep it the same name?” Tierra asks.

Roux shakes her head. “It’s probably silly, but…”

“It’s not silly,” Jordy assures her, using his free hand to stroke his fingers through her hair. “They’ll like it.”

“Hood River Hoodlums.”

“Catchy,” I say with a shit-eating grin. “A name that demands respect.”

“Damn straight,” Charlotte agrees. “Ooh, we should sell T-shirts!”

“Starting to sound like a cult,” Penny pipes up. “Am I right, pet?”

Jace laughs, holding his hands up in defense. “No comment.”

“Am I the only one who hasn’t drunk the Kool-Aid?” Penny asks. “When did everyone turn into Hoodlums around here?” She points at Jordy and then me. “OG Hoodlums. Roux is Little Hoodlum.” She flutters her fingers at Charlotte and Loden. “Barbie Hoodlum and her sidekick Gay Ken Hoodlum.” They both crack up.

“What about me?” Jace asks, smirking.

“Like you don’t know you’re Daddy Hoodlum, pet.” She rolls her eyes and then points at her dad. “Wannabe Mayor Hoodlum.” He snorts out a laugh. “Rockford Reject Hoodlum.”

“Bitch,” Tierra says, cackling and elbowing Penny.

“I’m the only one here who’s not a Hoodlum. Even Emilia is one.” Penny crosses her arms over her chest, her brow lifted, daring anyone to argue.

“You’re Mean-Ass Hoodlum,” I tell her with a laugh. “Sorry to break it to you, but you drank the Kool-Aid the moment you stepped foot in Hood River.”

While everyone laughs, I lean in and whisper, “And you’re my Hoodlum.”

She smiles—a rare, beautiful Penny smile—because she knows it.

Welcome to the cult, baby.
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Penny

 

It’s after dinner on Sunday by the time I arrive at Jack’s to sit for Zella. With everything that’s going on with Terrence trying to get custody of Zella, it’s even more imperative I look after her in case Jack tries anything stupid, like kidnapping her.

I raise my hand to knock on the door, but it opens before I get the chance. Jack is a mess. His hair hangs in his eyes, which are bloodshot, he needs a shave, and he smells like liquor.

Lovely.

Apprehension crawls up my spine. Last time he was drunk didn’t end well. As much as I want to run in the other direction, I enter his home when he steps aside to grant me entry.

“Get your shit together, Jack,” I grumble. “You’re a mess.”

He hangs his head in shame. I’d much rather him feel sorry for himself than get angry. I walk through the living room toward the kitchen. Zella isn’t there.

“Where’s my little buddy?” I ask, keeping my voice light.

“Her room. She’s in trouble, so I sent her to bed early.”

My blood runs cold. I start in that direction, but he stumbles my way, blocking me.

“Stay and have a drink with me, sweetheart.” He sways and places a hand on the wall. “Please.”

I curl my lip up, unable to stop myself. “Pass.”

His eyes flash with anger. Fuck. I don’t mean to rile him up, but he pisses me off and disgusts me.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

He gently bounces his fist off the wall. The constant, obnoxious sound immediately gets under my skin, sending flares of irritation itching through me. I want to yell at him to stop.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

“They’re going to take my baby away,” he murmurs, choking on a sob. “She’s mine. I’m her daddy.”

I lift my chin, facing off with the dragon. “What are you talking about?” I know. I just need to hear him say it.

“That man,” he growls. “The one who fucked my daughter.”

Stepdaughter. Get your facts straight, moron.

“The real father,” I implore.

“I’m the real father!” He rams his fist through the wall, sending hunks of drywall crumbling to the ground.

I don’t move or flinch. I give him my most bored expression I can muster so he doesn’t see the terror in my eyes.

“Don’t you have somewhere to be?” I ask, keeping my voice even.

“I need a fucking drink.” He storms past me, clipping into me and nearly knocking me over.

Once he’s gone, I rush down the hallway to check on Zella. I find her under the covers, trembling. I close the door and then kick off my shoes. After setting my keys down on the nightstand, I peer down at her small form.

“You awake, Princess Zella?”

She pretends to snore and it’s the cutest thing ever. I walk over to her bed and curl up beside her, teasing the covers away from her face.

“Boo!” she whispers.

I gasp, acting as though I’m shocked to find her awake, which makes her giggle even more. I pull the blanket away so I can look at her face, assessing her for any cuts or bruises. Big brown eyes peer up at me, twinkling with happiness.

Not from him.

Me.

I hope she can tell I’m happy to see her too. I toy with a blond curl of hers with my finger, admiring how adorable she is. Terrence is going to be pissed when he finds out I’ve been coming here. He’ll get over it, though. I did what I had to do to keep her safe.

“Can you finish the story?” she asks.

“Which one?” I tease. “Goldilocks and her bears?”

“No, the Knight Penny one.”

“Ahh, where were we?” I grin at her. “Oh, that’s right. We were at the part where Knight Penny teamed up with the king.”

“Is the king nice?”

“Very nice. Handsome too.”

“What does he look like?”

“Remember the man who came with me the first day we met?” I ask, waiting for her to nod before I continue. “Like him.”

“He got hurt,” she tells me, her brows knitting together.

“Yes,” I agree. “Because he’s a brave king and fought another monster before. That’s why he was in his deep sleep.”

“His eye makes him look sleepy,” she tells me.

I think about Terrence’s eye that droops when he’s stressed or tired or has a migraine. I use it to gauge how he’s feeling. Sometimes you can barely notice, while other times it’s nearly closed with fatigue.

“It does make him look sleepy. And his scars make him look fierce.”

“Does Knight Penny have any scars?”

“Hers are inside her mind,” I say, tapping on my temple. “Scars aren’t always on the outside, but they usually tell a story of a battle the person has fought and won.”

“What are Knight Penny’s scars from? Did her daddy hurt her?”

“No, Knight Penny’s daddy is a doctor. He heals all the people in the land.”

She smiles. “What about Knight Penny’s mommy?”

“She gives money to the people and cupcakes.”

“Sounds like a queen,” she says with a giggle.

“Knight Penny has a sister and a brother too. The brother is like her daddy. He helps heal the sick and the wounded. Her sister fought the same monster the king did.”

“So she has scars too?”

“Plenty. Both inside and out. She’s beautiful like a princess, but tough like a knight.”

“Did the king ever find the princess and the queen?”

I let out a sad sigh. “He found the princess, but she was locked away in the dragon’s tower. I was hoping you’d be able to help me tell the rest of the story. Where do you think the queen is?”

“She went to smell the pink roses. Those were her favorites.” She frowns. “But she got lost and never came back.”

Her eyes well with tears. I hug her to me, kissing her forehead. “Shh. This story has a happy ending. We’re just not there yet. I promise we’ll get there, Zel.”

We both grow quiet as my mind wanders. I wonder how quickly her happily ever after will come. Samantha is working on helping Terrence, but it’s taking forever. Eventually, her breathing evens out. Soft and rhythmic. It’s a soothing sound that lulls me into my own sleep.
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A loud, grinding sound drags me from my peaceful slumber.

It sounds as though it’s on a repeating reel. Each time it reaches its peak, my hair moves in tandem with the softer part of it. Then, my hair seems to get sucked into the louder, more intense part of it.

I’m dizzied and confused by it, trying to make sense of it as I blink my eyes open.

Warmth surrounds me, making me sticky with sweat. I’m fully dressed, but a hand cups my breast beneath my shirt over my bra. The scent of stale alcohol assaults my senses.

This is a bad dream.

I turn my head slightly, earning a bright stream of sunlight straight into my eyes. It’s enough to wake me out of my daze.

The scent.

The man holding me in his sleep.

Oh my God.

I’m in Jack’s bed.

Panic consumes me as I slide out of his grip. His snoring continues as I stumble out of the bed, my ass hitting the floor with a hard thump. I jump to my feet, shoving my hand into my hoodie pocket, searching for my phone. It’s missing.

Why was I in his bed? How did I get there?

I remember falling asleep with Zella.

Rushing from his room, unable to shake the oily feeling, I hunt for my phone. I find it in the bed with Zella, who sleeps peacefully. With a quick kiss to her head, I shove my shoes on, grab my keys off the nightstand, and get the hell out of Jack’s house.

My phone is dead, so as soon as I turn on my Jeep, I plug it in. Within seconds, I realize I have tons of missed calls and texts.

Crap.

Dad. Charlotte. Mom. Aunt Karen. Terrence. Tierra. Cal. Hollis. Roan. Jordy. Roux. Jace. Lo.

Everyone, and I do mean everyone, has tried reaching me. Most of this didn’t happen until about an hour ago. Probably after they woke up and realized I never came home.

I reach a stoplight and quickly reply to Dad.

Me: I’m fine. Be home in ten minutes.

It takes more like eight minutes, but as soon as the door to Dad’s loft opens, I’m met by several extremely pissed people. They all yell at me at once, the sounds beating on into my skull at a maddening level. The tears burn at my eyes, but I refuse to let them free.

“I’m late for work,” Mom says finally, a mixture of fury and hurt on her face. “Call me later, Garrett, and fill me in.”

As soon as she’s gone, I’m trapped with Dad, Jace, and Terrence. I can’t look at Terrence knowing I spent the night with his daughter and the man he hates. He’s so good at reading me. If his stare bores into me, I’ll lose it.

“I’m tired,” I mutter. “I can’t go to school today. Can we talk later?”

“No,” Dad growls. “Not until you tell us where in the hell you’ve been.”

I glance at Jace, who scowls my way. Even my playful, never serious friend is pissed. Great.

“A friend’s house.” Not a lie. Zella is my friend.

“Who?” Terrence demands. “We were worried sick about you. Charlotte and Cal left as soon as you texted to head to school, but they thought…” He trails off with a growl. “They thought you were hurt.”

The reminder that Charlotte was kidnapped, raped, and severely injured is all too fresh in my mind. I’m sure it gave her quite the panic, and I hate that. I hate that I caused everyone to worry.

“I’m sorry, okay?” I croak out.

“Not okay,” Dad grinds out. “You have no idea how fucking worried I was. I thought those guys from the party somehow got a hold of you. I thought I’d lost another little girl to violence.” He swallows, his eyes sheening with unshed tears. “Where were you, Penny?”

“I told you! At a friend’s!”

Jace rolls his eyes in disbelief and Terrence glowers at me.

“Unbelievable,” Dad bites out. “You always had a level head on you, kid, but something is up. Is it drugs?”

Jace finally snorts. “Drugs are bad.”

I want to crack a smile at him, but I know Dad will lose his mind.

“It’s not drugs. I went to a friend’s and fell asleep. When I woke up, it was morning and my phone was in the other room. It’s not a lie. Believe me or don’t.” I lift my chin, meeting each one of their stares.

“There’s more you’re not telling us,” Terrence says. “You can tell us anything. Anything.”

Not this.

Tears threaten once again, but I force an impassive look. “There’s nothing to tell.”

Dad opens his mouth to probably yell at me some more. I hold up a hand, stopping him. Turning on my heel, I storm back to my bedroom. I lock it behind me and then take a long, hot shower where I do let the tears leak free.

He touched me. Again.

That sick, disgusting, cruel bastard touched me.

And I can’t tell anyone about it.

As soon as the shower ends, I dress and crawl into my bed, ignoring the world in favor of some blissful quiet away from everyone.

This knight in shining armor gig is painful and stressful and terrifying.

It’s a good thing the princess’s happiness in the end is worth it.
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Terrence

 

Sunday night, I was worried. It wasn’t like Penny to not reply to me. By Monday morning, I was sick with terror, ready to kill Eli or Paxton or Grayson. I was sure they’d done something to my girl. When she rolled into her dad’s place like she didn’t scare the shit out of everyone in her life, I was infuriated. It’s Wednesday and I’m still mad, but the hurt is starting to sink its claws in to feed on me.

I’m upset that she’s hiding something from me and has effectively closed herself off. It’s not that I think Penny was off getting dick from someone else. That’s not her. This is something else. Penny lives by her own code. Whatever she did, she had her reasons for doing it. Just like she has her reasons for keeping it from us. The part that hurts is that she feels like she can’t include me in those reasons. She’s been allowed front row access to all my shit, but when I probe about what’s going on with her, the door is slammed shut in my face.

Earlier, at practice, she played hard but kept to herself. Even Tierra is getting the cold shoulder. I hate that she’s pushing everyone away. It only makes me want to discover what’s wrong even more.

I stare at my phone, wondering if I should text her again. Every text has gone without a reply. Sure, most of them have been me being pissy with her, but I expected something in return. Not crickets. It’s like she’s mad at me for worrying when I should be the one mad at her.

Rather than texting her for the millionth time, I tidy up Cal’s living room some more before going to the window in the dining room to stare out.

I have something a little more pressing to deal with. My Penny problem will resume in just a bit. Right now, I need to give my focus to this moment. To her. Zella.

Samantha called yesterday to let me know I’ll be having my first meeting with Zella. The social worker is bringing her over so we can meet. It’s something the judge is requiring. I didn’t tell Samantha I’d already met Zella. I’m anxious as fuck because if she doesn’t warm up to me, it’ll kill me. I never cared about being a dad until I locked eyes with her that day, knowing without a shadow of a doubt she was mine. Now, I’ll move hell and earth to make sure I get her in my life.

A sedan pulls up to the cabin, making my heart skyrocket. The driver side door opens and a woman with graying hair steps out. She opens the back seat, unbuckles Zella, then holds on to her hand as they approach the cabin. I open the door, trying and failing to remain casual. I’m buzzing with nervous energy.

“Hi,” I call out, waving like an idiot.

Zella doesn’t look up at me. She chews on her bottom lip, staring at the ground.

“Hello, Mr. James,” the woman greets as they climb the porch steps. “I’m Renee. This here is Zella Teejay Henderson.”

I kneel down in front of Zella. “Hello, Zello.”

Her brown eyes lift to meet mine and she graces me with a small smile. Recognition flashes in her eyes, but not fear. If anything, she seems pleased to see me. Relief floods through me.

“Please, come in.” I stand back up and usher them inside. “Would you like something to drink?”

“I’d like a bottle of water. Zella? You want some water?”

“We have water and also orange soda. I love orange soda,” I tell her. “We even have silly straws for when my little buddy Sebban comes to visit. Want an orange soda with a silly straw?”

Zella frowns. “I’m not allowed to have soda. My daddy says it makes me bad.”

Renee and I exchange a stare, then she nods at me, allowing me to proceed as I feel necessary.

“This soda is just fine,” I assure her. “Sebban is your age. He drinks it all the time and he’s a good boy.”

Her brown eyes twinkle. “I want a silly straw.”

I let out a relieved breath that we’ve dodged our first awkward moment. Quickly, I grab the drinks and a pink silly straw. I hand one to Renee and then open the can for Zella. She watches me intently as I put the silly straw in and hand it to her. They sit side by side on the sofa and I take the recliner. Charlotte and Cal decided to go to dinner to allow me this time alone with Zella, but I’m nervous and wish Charlotte were here to make snacks or something because I feel so out of my depth here.

“Zella, sweetie,” Renee says. “Remember what we talked about? Who Mr. James is?”

She nods, sipping her soda.

“Go on, Terrence,” Renee encourages. “She knows. Just needs to hear it from you.”

My hands shake as I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “I once knew your mother Lacey. We went to school together. Do you go to school?”

“Morning pre-k now, huh?” Renee pats her on the back.

Zella nods, curiosity at my story shining in her eyes.

“We went to high school together. Since we, uh, liked each other so much, we made a beautiful baby girl.” I smile at her. “You. But then your mom had to move away. I didn’t know where you were.”

“I know this story,” Zella says, smiling. Her eyes dart around the cabin as though she’s searching for something.

“You do?” I dart my eyes to Renee and she shrugs. “Well, anyway, when I saw you at the doctor’s office, I recognized you. You’re my daughter, Zella. I’m your real daddy.”

“Your grandfather has raised you,” Renee says, “but remember what we talked about? That Terrence here is your real father?”

Zella nods. “Can I call you Daddy instead?”

My chest nearly splits open with love I didn’t even know existed inside of me, threatening to spill from me. “Yes, you certainly may. I want to be in your life. I’m trying to make it so that maybe you can come live with me one day.”

Renee pats her on the back. “What do you think about that?”

“Right now?” Zella asks, her eyes once again searching my cabin.

“Not right now,” Renee says. “But hopefully soon, even if only half the time. Two homes would be fun, right?”

Zella flinches. I want to pull her into my lap to kiss and hug her. She barely knows me, though.

“Where’s your mom?” I ask Zella.

Renee frowns at me, but I need to know where Lacey is.

“Lost,” she whispers. “Will she find me?”

“Absolutely,” I say with conviction, though I don’t know for sure.

“Zella here loves to play with Barbie dolls,” Renee reveals. “Don’t you, honey?”

Zella nods. She glances past me toward the hallway. I think she obviously remembers me from the day Penny and I came over. It’s as though she’s looking for Penny.

Renee’s phone rings, so she excuses herself to take the call in the kitchen.

“Are you looking for Penny?” I ask, my voice low.

Zella grins, her whole face lighting up, as she nods.

“You can see her again one day soon,” I assure her.

She sips more of her orange soda, the tension leaving her body. I hate that she’s been with that fuckface Jack. She belongs with me. I could keep her safe and happy.

“I know you don’t know me very well, but, Zella, I swear I will be the best dad in the world. I already love you and would do anything for you.” I reach forward and tease her with a little boop on the nose with my thumb. “We’re going to have so much fun.”

“Will we go on adventures?”

I chuckle. “My life has been one big adventure and you’re a part of it. Of course we will. We’ll make Penny come along too.”

“And Mommy?”

“Once we find her, yes.”

She beams at me. “Can we go on an adventure now?”

Renee ends her call, catching the tail end of our conversation. She nods at me. “I have a few phone calls to make. Meet back in half an hour?”

“Thank you,” I tell her. “Come on, Mello Zello. Let’s go.”

She sets her drink down on the table and takes my hand. It’s so small in mine. Everything inside of me screams to protect this little girl with all I have. I know, in this moment, I’d step in traffic for her, slay dragons, fly to the moon. Whatever she needs, I’ll make sure she gets. Hand in hand, we walk outside. It’s chilly, but spring is on its way. I guide her down the steps and toward a path in the woods that leads to the river. I chatter about the things I like to do. Basketball. Camping. Barbeques with friends and family. By the time we reach the river, Zella has opened up some too.

“I love going outside, but Dadd—” She cuts off her words, flashing me a look of panic.

“I know it’s still confusing,” I assure her. “You’ve been calling him that your whole life. I’m not mad.”

“He says I can’t go outside,” she finally says, frowning.

“How come?”

“Someone might steal me.”

I force a smile even though I want to go pummel that asshole. “Your grandfather doesn’t know everything. I’m your real daddy. I will protect you and won’t let anything happen to you. We can go outside as much as you want. One day, when you come to live with me, I’ll even build you a swing set so you can go outside as much as you want.”

She giggles. “My very own swing set?”

“You might have to share with Sebban,” I say with a chuckle. “He’s a rowdy boy who loves to play outdoors too. But he likes to play with worms and chase ducks.”

Another giggle. It’s a balm to my soul.

“Can we go fishing?” she asks, pointing to the river.

“One day. My best friend Cal likes to fish and so does his dad. Maybe we can buy some supplies and they can teach us.” I grin at her. “Sebban can catch all the worms for us to use for bait.”

She’s all smiles as she plays on the sandy riverbank, digging with a stick as she searches for fishing worms. I spend every bit of that half hour Renee gave me watching my little girl. I’m in awe that she’s mine. When it’s time to leave, a deep ache forms in my chest. I want to keep her forever. Samantha assures me it’s all being processed properly. It just feels like it’s taking too long. Zella deserves to be here all the time with me. Safe. Happy. Loved.

“Want a piggyback ride?” I ask.

Zella squeals with laughter. “Yes!”

I scoop her up and place her tiny body on my shoulders. She gently holds on to my head unlike the way Sebban will try and claw your eyeballs out. I grip her legs to keep her from falling. We take our time making it back to Renee. When Renee sees us, she grins.

“Had fun?”

“Daddy is going to let me play outside all the time,” Zella tells Renee.

“All the time, huh?” Renee teases. “What about sleep?”

“We can sleep in a tent!” Zella exclaims.

We all laugh. I pull Zella off my shoulders, hugging her to me. She hugs me back, making my eyes tear up.

“It’s all gonna work out,” I murmur, hoping to assure her, but mostly assuring myself. “You have to trust me. Okay?”

I don’t want to let her go.

I have to.

With a quick kiss pressed to her forehead, I set her back down to her feet. “I’ll see you real soon. I promise.”

Her smile fades and the light in her eyes dims.

I take it upon myself to buckle her into her booster seat, saving Renee the trouble. Taking hold of Zella’s small hand, I give it a squeeze.

“Soon,” I vow.

“I don’t want to leave.” Her bottom lip wobbles as fat tears well in her eyes.

“I know. I don’t want you to either.” With emotion clogging my throat, I release her, trying hard not to watch that tear race down her cheek.

As soon as I close the door, Renee drives off. I wave at Zella and then a tear of my own leaks free. I’ve got to get her back.

We both need each other.

My body is trembling, even after I drop down onto my bed. I grab my phone and shoot Penny a text.

Me: I got to see her. She called me Daddy. Fuck. It sickens me to send her back to that motherfucker. Please call me. I fucking miss you.

Penny: I miss you too.

I almost can’t believe she’s responded to me.

Me: You can’t shut me out, baby. Come over.

Penny: Grounded. I have to help unload groceries. Later, Smash.

She’s still being short and distant, but this is a start. I’ve given her space, but I’m about to invade it once again. A world without Penny English feels too empty.
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Penny

 

I can do this.

I can do this.

I can do this.

Terrence texts me, calming me instantly.

Smash: This swing set has a fort and a rock climbing wall. Is it better than the one with the monkey bars?

Me: Fort for sure.

Smash: Thanks, babe.

Anxiety claws its way through me, poking holes in my resolve. I’ve been stressed as hell ever since waking up in Jack’s bed on Monday morning. I made it all the way until Friday without a text from him. Earlier, while in school, I received a request to sit for him again.

Dread consumes me.

I should come clean to Terrence or Dad. Let them know that man moved me into his bed. Has touched me and threatened me and scared the living shit out of me. It would save me the terror of seeing Jack again. They’d forbid me to ever go again and that would be it. I’d be safe.

But what about Zella?

She has no one.

I can’t leave her there with him.

Bitter tears sting my eyes. I want to go to Terrence’s like he’s been begging since Wednesday and crawl into his bed. I want him to hold me together. He fills me with such peace. Without spending time with him all week, I’ve felt anything but peaceful. I’m lost and drifting in a sinking ship, alone and afraid.

Swallowing down all my apprehension, I turn off my Jeep and climb out. Jack’s house seems to pulse with warning. My heart hammers in my chest and a cold sweat breaks out over me. A whine crawls up my throat, but I swallow it down.

I can do this.

I have to.

Lifting my chin, I march my way to the front door. Before I came over, I drank a ton of coffee. My nerves are jittery, but I’ll be damned if I fall asleep again in the monster’s lair. It takes everything in me to knock. Heavy footsteps thud closer. I almost turn on my heel and take off running.

Don’t.

You have to stay for her.

Jack answers the door dressed in a crisp dress shirt. He seems annoyed at my tardiness yet doesn’t breathe a word. “Dinner is in the oven. Comes out in a few. I have a date and I’m late.”

Who would ever willingly date this pot-bellied pervert is beyond me.

“When will you be home? I’ll need to tell my dad. He almost made me quit because of the other night,” I say, pinning him with my fiercest glare.

That didn’t happen, but I need him to think my dad knows where I come to babysit. I dread what Jack would do if he knew I was sneaking over here and no one knew my whereabouts.

“Around midnight,” he says coolly, ignoring my insinuation about what happened last time.

He grabs his keys and leaves without another word. Relief floods through me. The buzzer goes off in the kitchen. I pull out another frozen lasagna that looks disgusting.

“Hi, Penny,” Zella says, appearing in the kitchen.

“Hey, Princess Z.”

We both crinkle our noses to the food.

“Can we go on an adventure?” she asks.

“What sort of adventure?”

“To the park,” she suggests, her brown eyes wide with hope.

I toy with her curls. “How about we get food and find a place to play? Sound fun?”

“Yes!”

“Hurry. Go grab your shoes and coat.”

She scurries off. I go to dump the food in the trash but notice some mail in the bin. I snag the mail out before dropping the lasagna inside. Quickly, I leaf through the stack until I notice something addressed to Lacey that’s been forwarded. The address it was originally sent to matches where she sent Terrence letters from. Terrence told me the PI said new people have been renting the house since May, which was about the time Jack left, but he hasn’t been able to find out where Lacey and Vicki went. There’s still so much to discover.

I shove the envelope to Lacey in my pocket. Zella and I leave. I’m glad I keep a booster seat in my Jeep for when I babysit Sebban. Once I have her buckled in, I drive her through town to a chicken restaurant that has an indoor playground. She’s well-behaved and acts like this is the most exciting thing she’s ever done. I wish I could call Terrence to have him join us, but that would ruin everything.

Terrence would freak out.

Forbid me to come back.

As much as it pains me, I refrain from calling him. Instead, I grab us food and then we sit inside the play area. She eats quickly so she can go play. There are a few kids near her age and she happily joins them. I pull the envelope out and open it. It’s a personal check written from a Mary Stevens for a couple of hundred dollars. In the memo line, she says it’s for the mural painting in April. A letter is attached.

 

Lacey,

Hey, hon. You must have lost the last three checks I’ve sent for your work last spring. Larry thinks you’ve moved or something and to put a stop payment on this check too. I owe you for the work, though, and I know you’ve got a little girl to take care of. If you happen to get this, please cash this check or at least call me. If you’d rather have cash, we can work that out too. I’m worried about you. My friend Leah is also wanting some custom work done. I could refer you to her. Please come by the house or call. My number is at the bottom.

Mary

 

I take a picture of the check and letter before shoving them both inside the envelope and putting it inside my hoodie pocket. While Zella plays, I research on my phone. I don’t find any ads or anything regarding Lacey and her custom work. Everything is such a mystery and I hate it.

Zella comes back to drink her orange soda, her eyes filled with childish delight that looks good on her.

“Hey,” I say, patting the bench beside me. “Can I ask you a question?”

She plops down next to me and nods while sipping her drink.

“Where do you think your mommy went?”

Her smile fades and she breaks my stare, dropping her chin to her chest. She shrugs. “She’s lost.”

“Where could she have gone?” I probe. “Did she have any friends?”

“She said Grandma and I were her only friends.” She peers up at me, a troubled expression in her eyes.

“Did she ever say where she wanted to go?”

“Hood River,” she squeaks out.

“Do you think she’s here but lost?”

“Daddy says we’ll find her.” She chews on her bottom lip. “Will we?”

“Daddy Terrence?”

She nods.

“I hope so,” I utter. “I think she’s just scared. Your grandfather can be scary.” A shudder ripples through me.

“Can I go play?”

I stifle a sigh. “Sure.”

She plays for a good solid two hours. Eventually, as it creeps close to nine, I decide I need to get her back home. Jack will be home around midnight and I don’t want to cut it too close.

I check my texts to see if I’ve missed any from Dad. Thankfully, I haven’t. I lied to him that I was going to hang out with Charlotte tonight. Straight to his face. He’d been distracted by his dumb girlfriend Elise, so he nodded, not bothering to check out my answer. At least I don’t have to worry about that on top of everything else.

We dispose of our evidence, but I let her smuggle the toy from her kid’s meal in her pocket. The drive back to her house is filled with happy chatter. How she made friends and it was the best adventure ever. My heart his full until I pull into the driveway.

Fuck.

Jack’s car is on one side of the driveway and I have no idea how long it’s been there. He hasn’t texted me, which makes me nervous.

“Oh no,” I whisper. “Your, uh, grandfather is home.”

Zella sucks in a fearful breath, killing me in the process. This is all my fault. I shouldn’t have left with her. Fuck.

I could turn around and go straight to Terrence’s…

But what if that messes up everything?

Could that be considered kidnapping?

If I ruined his chance at getting Zella, I’d never be able to live with myself.

“It’s okay,” I assure her as I hop out of the Jeep and rush to unbuckle her. “We just tell the truth. We didn’t do anything wrong.”

She’s quiet and clutches onto my hand too hard for someone so small. My heart shatters with every step toward the house. As soon as we reach the front door, it opens.

Wild.

Furious.

Manic.

It’s my gut instinct to stand between them. She cowers behind me as I face off with the dragon. He’s snarling and stinks of liquor.

“The lasagna didn’t turn out,” I say, keeping the quiver out of my voice. “We went to the chicken place to eat and play.”

“She’s not allowed to leave,” he seethes, his face turning purple with fury.

“That’s my fault.” I lift my chin as we walk inside. “I’m sorry.”

“Zella!” he booms, making me jump and her squeak. “You know better! There are rules and you fucking know better!”

Zella starts to whimper, which makes me panic.

“I said it’s my fault,” I bark at him. “I’m the one in charge when you’re gone and I needed to feed her. Take it out on me, not her. Cut my pay or fire me, but don’t take it out on her!”

“Go to your room,” he bellows. “I’ll deal with your ass later!”

Zella runs off crying, taking my heart with her. At least he’s not chasing after her. I can deal with him a million times better than she can.

“Please don’t punish her for my mistake,” I say, drawing his attention back on me. “She doesn’t deserve—”

With surprising quickness and force, he backhands me. I hit the coffee table hard with my head and black out.
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I feel sick to my stomach when I come to. I’m in Jack’s arms as he carries me to the sofa. The room spins, making me want to vomit. He drops onto the sofa, holding me to him.

“Fuck, I just miss her,” he says, tears rolling down his cheeks.

His touch makes my nerves go haywire, but I’m afraid to move. And whenever he mentions Lacey, I feel like I need to endure so I can find information.

“W-Who?”

“My daughter. Lacey.” He sobs. “We were going to have a baby together.”

I shudder in his arms at his words. It was one thing reading it from Lacey’s letter, but hearing it is something else. He’s a disgusting pig. His fingers clumsily stroke through my hair in my ponytail. I’m a rabbit caught in a wolf’s mouth, his teeth nearly puncturing my flesh. One wrong move could turn badly for me.

“Where did she go?”

He continues to cry. “Now they’re going to take away Zella too. Why can’t I just have my family? I’ll be left all alone.”

I squirm in his grip, hating the throbbing inside of my head that he caused. “She’s hiding from you?”

“I did nothing but love her!” he yells, spittle showering over my face. “I don’t deserve this!”

“Maybe she’ll come back,” I lie. “If you were going to have a baby together. Plus, she loves Zella. She’ll want her back. Do you think she’s in Hood River?”

He shrugs, wiping at the tears on his cheeks. “I’m sorry I yelled. There’s money on the table. From Sunday night too.” His eyes lock onto mine. “You remind me of Lacey. I just wanted to hold her. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

I want to scream in his face that he’s done nothing but scare me since the day I met him. I bite my tongue.

“Go on,” he says, giving my thigh a squeeze. “I’ll text you next time I need you to watch her.”

I climb off his lap, thankful to be out of his arms, but nearly topple over from dizziness. After I collect the money, I rub at my head that now has a knot. “It wasn’t Zella’s fault. Please don’t punish her. Please.”

He rises to his feet, swaying slightly, his dick tenting his slacks. “I could be persuaded not to.”

I stumble backward, raising both hands in the air. “I’m a virgin!”

“Oh, Penelope.” He chuckles. “I’m not a bad man.”

Liar.

“Please,” I beg. “It’s not her fault.”

His fingers bite into my jaw and he presses a disgusting, sloppy kiss on my lips. I freeze, horrified. A rank tongue plunders into my mouth, making me gag. He pulls away and smiles as though he thinks I’m the prettiest thing he’s ever seen.

“Apology accepted,” he says. “Go on before I forget I’m not a bad man.”

I don’t need to be told twice.

Fleeing from his house, I choke back the sob claiming me. I’m lightheaded from being hit and disgusted from his kiss. I hate Jack Henderson with everything in me. He deserves to rot in prison.

The police.

I could go to them. Tell them all about his advances and abuse. Maybe then he’d be taken away in cuffs. Zella would be handed over to Terrence. Everyone would be happy.

Before I can talk myself out of it, I head to the police station. I’m not a huge fan of the cops because one of my sister’s rapists was one, but I have to hope that justice will prevail. I claim a parking spot up close and then make my way inside, fighting wooziness.

“I need to speak to a police officer,” I tell the elderly receptionist.

Her eyes sweep over me, lingering at my cheek and nods. “Of course, hon. I’ll find someone available.”

After an hour of waiting, I’m called back to an office. A man with a receding hairline and thick black mustache offers me a seat.

“I’m Officer Browne. What can I help you with today?”

“I want to file a report.”

“For?”

“Kidnapping and child abuse.” I lift my chin, daring him to argue.

He barks out a laugh. “These are strong allegations. Who is it you want to report?”

Unease slides through my veins. He studies me with mild interest and a hint of amusement. I want to rip his mustache off.

“The man I babysit for. He’s kidnapped the girl and—”

“His daughter,” he interrupts. “Go on.”

I grit my teeth, glaring at him. “Granddaughter.”

He doesn’t flinch. “So her grandfather kidnapped her?”

“Yes.”

“Where are her parents?”

“Her mother is missing and her father is trying to get custody.”

He narrows his eyes at me. “Let me guess. You’re the girlfriend?”

I blink at him in shock. How in the hell could he have possibly known that? I’m stunned speechless.

“Listen here, kid,” Browne says. “I’ve been down this road more times than I can count. The dad is a piece of shit who isn’t allowed to see his kid. You’re dating said piece of shit. Probably knocks you around a bit based on the shiner forming on your cheek. You think you’ll somehow earn his love and affection if you help him win his kid back.” He shakes his head. “I can help you file a domestic violence report against the father, but I’m not going to put the child back in the hands of a monster.”

“N-No!” I shout out, tears quickly forming against my will. “It’s the grandfather!”

His lips thin out. “What’s your name, miss?”

Unbelievable.

This is why I want to become a cop.

Too many shitheads like this guy running the show and not getting anything done. What a disgrace.

“I have to go,” I choke out. “My dad is going to worry if I don’t get home soon.”

“How old are you, kid?” He arches a brow. “From the looks of it, not quite an adult. Tell me…How old is this boyfriend of yours? If he’s old enough to have a kid, he’s probably a helluva lot older than you.”

I don’t like where he’s going with this.

Quickly, I rise to my feet and hightail it out of there.

Fuck Officer Browne.

Fuck Jack.

Fuck everyone.

I’ll just have to gather all the proof myself.
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Terrence

 

“What are your intentions with my girl?”

I roll my eyes at Jace. His massive frame blocks the doorway of Garrett’s loft, keeping me from entering. “Dude. Move.”

“When Garrett’s off rubbing elbows with rich fuckers, I’m the stand-in dad.” He smirks. “You know Penny’s a kid, right?”

“Penny’s more grown up than your ass,” I throw back. “Move. I’m taking her out today.”

He eyes me up like he can see inside my head. “I need the words, Terrence.”

“I’m not here to defile Penny,” I growl. “Jesus. I want to take her to lunch and talk to her. She’s been distant and weird. Is that okay, your royal asshole-ness?”

“It’s okay. For now. If I get word you’re fucking my girl, I’ll bash in the other side of your head, man. I’ll put you in a forever sleep.”

I poke his hard chest. “First of all, Penny can decide who she wants to fuck, not you. That’s her decision, not ours. Secondly, I would never do anything to hurt her. Ever. Thirdly, if I for some reason unintentionally hurt her, we both know Penny can handle her own. She’d probably stab me in my good eye.”

He laughs. “My girl has balls of steel.”

“Fuck yeah she does. Now let me in so I can try and bring her back to us. She’s dealing with shit on her own. I don’t like it.”

“Garrett know you’re dating his daughter?” He arches his brow, still not moving from the doorway.

“No, and I’d appreciate it if you kept that to yourself.”

His amber eyes glint in an evil way as his grin widens. “It’ll be our dirty little secret until I can’t stand it anymore and want to fuck with Gary.”

“Are you done being an asshole?”

“Never,” he says, “but I am for now. Good luck. Penny came out earlier to grab breakfast and nearly bit my head off. She’s in a mood. Probably on the rag.” He points at my face. “She’s got one helluva shiner. Might have something to do with it.”

I push past him, entering the loft. Striding down the hallway, I find her room and knock.

“Go away, pet. I don’t have the patience for your shit today,” she grumbles.

I twist the knob, pushing into the room. Penny is on her side, curled into a fetal position. She’s so small, her baggy clothes swallow her. I close the door behind me, kick off my shoes, and then crawl into the bed with her.

“Who let you in, Smash?” she grumbles but puts up no fight when I pull her against my chest.

“Your guard dog but not before an intense interrogation where I had to proclaim my intentions for you.” I chuckle as I stroke my fingers through her hair. “I’ve missed you. This. Us.”

Her body trembles. She tightens her hold around me as though now that I’m here, she can’t bear for me to leave. I want to drill her with questions and demand answers. I want to know what’s going on inside her head. But I know this girl. I can’t push her. She’ll come around in her own time. I just need to be here for her when she does.

“You going to be okay for tonight’s game?” I ask, my voice a low rumble. “Maybe you should sit this one out.”

“And miss beating Rockford’s ass? Duh.”

“There’s my girl.” I let out a heavy sigh. “Let me take you to lunch. We can ride in my new car.”

“Is it as cool as mine?”

“Way cooler.”

She sits up, her blue eyes finding mine. A dark bruise is forming, confirming what Jace told me. Her hair is a mess and dark circles ring her eyes. Something I don’t usually see from Penny flickers in her gaze.

Fear.

Not of me.

Someone else entirely.

“Eli been fucking with you?” I ask, reaching up to rub my thumb over her bruised cheek.

“Nope. I got that from basketball practice. Your cousin is crazy with her elbows.” She swats my hand away. “Are you going to kiss me or keep staring at me like you want to?”

Avoidance.

Got it.

I’ll play her game for now, but I will get to the bottom of this. Sliding my hand to the back of her neck, I draw her to me. Her lips softly brush against mine. A gasp—one of relief—escapes her. I take that opportunity to lash my tongue out at hers, tasting her. She’s so sweet and I fucking missed her all week.

She kisses me back more passionately than she ever has. Needy and greedy. As though my mouth has answers she desperately needs. I try to offer them with each swipe of my tongue. To tell her through a kiss that I’m here for her, that I need her too, that I’ll protect her at all costs.

Tearing from our kiss, she sits up and strips out of her hoodie. Her gorgeous tits are bare, her nipples peaked and eager for attention. I palm her tit, my dark skin mesmerizing to look at as it rubs over her pale flesh. I pinch her nipple, tugging at it until she whimpers. Rolling her onto her back, I kiss down her neck to her collarbone. She arches her back up, desperate for more. I suck her nipple into my mouth, loving the whine that tears from her throat. I nip at her hardened peak and then circle the tender flesh with my tongue. Once I’ve teased that nipple enough, I kiss my way to her other one, wanting to taste it too.

“Terrence,” she breathes. “I need—”

Deep voices resound in the living room. Fuck. Garrett must be home.

“That’s our cue to leave and go grab lunch. We’ll continue this tonight when you’re in my bed,” I promise, pressing a kiss to her swollen lips. “Get dressed, beautiful. I’m taking you out.”
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Penny is hot on her worst day. But when the girl dresses up? She makes me weak. Today, I hung out with Garrett and Jace while she got ready. Garrett eyed me with suspicion but didn’t say anything, even when his dumbass best friend kept smirking at me. Penny came out of her room looking sexy as fuck. I pretty much dragged her out of there so her dad wouldn’t see the hard-on I was sporting.

And now, as we walk hand in hand along Main Street, I keep sneaking in peeks at her. Her tight jeans hug every muscular curve she has, especially her perfect ass. She put on some boots that made her a little taller than normal, so I don’t have to bend as far to steal a kiss. Her top is fitted, showcasing her narrow waist. The leather jacket she’s wearing has silver buckles and is edgy. With the dark gray beanie she wears and her blond hair in messy waves, she looks like a fucking model.

“Where are we going?” she asks.

I check her out again because she’s my girl and that’s my right. “Mmm?”

“I know you cracked your head open, Smash, but you’re not dumb. Focus.”

I release her hand so I can smack her tight ass. “I was taking you to get ice cream, brat.”

She smirks at me and grabs my hand again. Penny can be so standoffish and gruff, but deep inside is a woman I can’t get enough of. I know she feels the same. When she’s not withdrawing into herself, she enjoys being with me.

We finally make it to the ice cream shop. I open the door and hold it for her. She walks in and perks up. This place is pretty awesome. I’ve been wanting to try it but keep forgetting. Since we had lunch at a bistro nearby, I thought it would be the perfect time to give it a chance.

“I’m definitely going to bring Zella here as soon as I can,” I tell her, flashing her a happy grin.

She grimaces. “She’ll like it.”

I don’t understand the face she makes. I know she’s happy I’m getting Zella in my life, but something’s up.

“She was looking for you,” I tell her as we wait in line.

“Oh?” She keeps her attention on the refrigerated cases with bins of different ice cream flavors.

“I told her she’ll see you soon.” I slide my hand into the back pocket of her jeans, letting it rest there. “What flavor are you getting?”

“Cookie dough.”

“I imagined you more of a chocolate girl.” I flash her a playful grin.

Her lashes flutter as she rolls her eyes in exaggeration. “Let me guess. You want vanilla? Don’t be such a dork, Smash.”

“Vanilla? Fuck vanilla. Too plain for me.” I give her ass a squeeze. “I like rocky road.”

“Gross.”

“How do you figure, woman?”

“Marshmallows in ice cream is a sin.”

“But raw cookie dough isn’t?”

“No,” she drawls out. “That’s sinful. Learn the difference.”

“What flavor do you think Zella likes?”

She tenses. “I don’t know. Why would I know that?”

“Just a question,” I say with a frown. “I’m guessing anything pink or orange or rainbow.”

“Maybe.”

The line moves up a little, but we’re still several people back from the man scooping up orders. I dip down and kiss her cheek.

“Everything okay?”

“I’m fine,” she mutters.

My arms wrap around her from behind and I hug her to me. “You can talk to me. I’m your man. That’s what we do. Listen to our women. Neither of us is very good at the relationship thing, but I want to try. Tell me what’s up so I can help.”

“I don’t need help.” Her voice is an icy purr. “I can help myself.”

“Just because you can doesn’t mean you should. I know you like giving us Hoodlums shit, but we’re stronger as a team. We’ve always had each other’s backs. When one of us is in trouble, the other three show up with bats and nasty fucking attitudes.” I squeeze her, nuzzling her soft hair. “I want to be that for you, Penny. Let me in.”

Her body relaxes. “I’ll try.”

Better than the prickly way she’s been thus far this week.

“That’s all I ask, baby.”
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Rockford is good.

They’re good because they’re sneaky and get in jabs whenever they can. Each girl on Rockford’s team is dripping with unrestrained aggression. The referees are blind to it and aren’t calling half of what they should. Rockford’s team quickly learned that Penny is our star player because they are relentless, continually jabbing elbows at her or knocking her down.

And Tierra?

She’s playing like shit. Her head isn’t in the game. I knew this would happen. Those girls she used to play with when she went to Rockford are the same ones who knew all about her sexting with a grown-ass man. I’m pretty sure one of them is Sage, the man’s daughter, based on the way she cringes whenever number sixteen nears her.

Our girls are barely keeping up. If Tierra wasn’t distracted, we’d defeat them easily. But, since she’s fucking up left and right, Penny doesn’t really have anyone watching her back.

Penny is trying to get Tierra’s attention when one of the girls on the other team slams her elbow back, right in Penny’s face. She falls on her ass just as the whistle is blown. Fucking finally they make the call. When Penny turns her head, blood is running down her chin.

Fuck.

I run out onto the court and kneel beside her. “She got you good, Zero.”

As I help Penny to her feet, I holler for Liv to replace her. Garrett shows up, ready to assist his daughter. She plops down on the bench, red-faced and still bleeding. No tears. Penny doesn’t cry. She gets even. I can tell she wants to kill every last one of Rockford’s girls.

“She nailed you pretty good on the lip,” Garrett says. “It’ll heal without stitches, but it’s going to bleed awhile. You’re not playing anymore tonight.”

She groans but lets him fuss over her. I turn my attention back to the game, yelling at my girls to get it together. To play defense. To open their fucking eyes. The minutes fly by until we’re nearing the end. Rockford is just two points ahead of us.

Tierra steals the ball and runs it down the court. Three-pointers aren’t her thing, but I can tell she’s going to try for it since Penny isn’t there to do it. The one I’m pretty sure is Sage flies after Tierra, quickly catching up to her. Before Tierra can make the shot, with seconds left on the clock, Sage bumps into her from behind. Hard. Tierra falls face first, elbows slamming the floor with brutal force.

The buzzer blares.

They fucking lost.
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Penny

 

The other team shouts, jumping to their feet on the bleachers, now that the game is over. My eyes are locked on that bitch Sage. The one who pushed her.

It all happens in slow motion.

Tierra on her knees and elbows, planting her palms down so she can stand up. Sage lifting her leg. My cry of warning that gets washed out in the chaos. Sage slamming her foot down on Tierra’s.

The snap.

The snap.

Snap. Snap. Snap.

A sound that will haunt me on repeat. Over and over and over again. A sound that somehow pierces the dull roar of voices and penetrates me right in my skull.

“Daddy,” I croak out, pointing to Tierra.

Her scream chases the snap, pained, horrified, shocked. Dad flies off the bench, pushing past players to get to Tierra. Terrence rushes after him, limping, but not letting it slow him down. I finally snap out of it and chase him. A crowd has formed around Tierra. She holds her knee to her chest, screaming in pain, tears running down her cheeks. The referee and Rockford’s coach are yelling at Sage. She glares at them, satisfaction gleaming in her eyes.

That bitch.

Liv walks toward Tierra, her giant metal water bottle in her hands. I don’t think twice. I snag it from her and heave it at Sage. It smacks her in the forehead. She squawks in shock or pain or what the fuck ever. I don’t care. Ducking between some people, I make my way to Tierra. Dad is squatted beside her, assessing her ankle. I kneel down next to her, not sure how to comfort her. Terrence strokes her forehead and holds her hand, his face scrunched in worry.

“Her ankle is broken,” Dad growls, anger seeping in his tone. “She needs to get to the hospital.” He motions toward Sage. “Terrence, make sure that bitch gets in trouble for this.”

“It hurts,” Tierra sobs. “It hurts so bad.”

“I know, honey,” Dad croons. “I’m going to take you to the hospital. I’m going to pick you up now.”

She cries harder as Dad scoops her up. Terrence stalks over to where the referee and other coach are still yelling at Sage. She’s no longer wearing that stupid smirk. Her cheeks are wet with tears and her forehead is bleeding. Good.

“Grab her bag and meet me at the car,” Dad says to me. “Hurry.”

I take a second to flip Sage off with both fingers before I grab our stuff and get the hell out of here.
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Dad is quiet on the drive home from the hospital. I’m glad Tierra had him by her side while he barked out orders to the doctors and nurses. Somehow, despite not working there, everyone knows him and listens to him. Wannabe Mayor Hoodlum just doing his thing. He basically told them what was wrong with her, ordered all the tests, and then micromanaged them as they did their job. As a result, she didn’t have to wait for anything and was taken care of properly.

I sat in the waiting room with Terrence and Rhetta for hours. The satisfaction of smacking Sage in her sneering face was short-lived. I wish I’d punched her in the fucking mouth.

“She’s out for the season,” Dad mutters in an absent tone as he parks in the garage under the building. “Fuck.”

Sadness plucks at my heart. Tierra loves basketball. It’s her absolute favorite thing in life. Sage stole it by being a psycho bitch. Tierra may have made some bad decisions and upset Sage, but that was no reason to break her damn ankle.

“She’ll be okay,” I murmur. I hope.

“We’ll make sure of it.”

I glance over at my dad. He hurt my mother and brother years ago. Both were mistakes on his part—mistakes he’s been working hard to atone for ever since. But Dad is a good man, no matter what he’s done. His good deeds far outweigh his few bad ones. I’m so happy he moved to Hood River. It’s nice having him to count on him.

After we park, we drag ourselves upstairs and to the loft. Jace is sitting in a chair, glaring at the floor. Charlotte and Cal are sprawled out, watching a movie. Loden is stretched out on the floor, the glow of his phone lighting his face.

Jace snaps his head up, his stare softening when he sees me. “Tierra okay?”

“Her ankle is broken,” Dad says, walking over to him. “She won’t play any more basketball this season.”

Cal sits up, scooting Charlotte to sit next to him. “Where is she now?”

“Terrence took her back to your place,” Dad tells him. “She wasn’t in the best mood when we left. Try not to give her your usual shit.”

Cal flips him off. “It’s pretty much my duty in life to give her hell.” He kicks Loden. “Get your shit. Let’s go.”

Charlotte and Loden stand up. She hugs Dad while Loden flirts with Cal. Jace seems unusually moody tonight because he’s not amused.

“I’m going to bed,” Jace grunts as he stands. He pushes past Loden, walking up to me. “Night, kiddo.” He tugs on my ponytail.

“Night, pet.”

I’m not in the mood to conversate, so I head for my room. After a quick shower, I text Terrence to check on Tierra.

Me: How is she?

Smash: I gave her my bed for the night. She was in pain but just really wiped out.

Me: Is the couch even long enough for you?

Smash: My feet hang off the end.

Me: You could come sleep with me. My big bed is empty.

Smash: Don’t tempt me.

I yawn, which makes my split lip sting, as fatigue consumes me.

Me: I had fun today. Lunch and ice cream. Thank you.

Smash: You’re my girl. I’d do that shit more often if you’d let me.

A smile tugs at my lips. I tongue the spot I reopened with my yawn, tasting the metallic blood.

Me: Maybe I will let you.

Buzz.

A video pings through and I swipe open the text, assuming it’s Terrence. As soon as I realize who it’s from, my blood runs cold.

Eli.

I don’t have to know the number to know who it’s from. As soon as the video starts playing, my blood runs cold.

“This cold, hateful bitch is getting exactly what she deserves,” Eli rumbles, though I can’t see him on the video. All I see is me. I can hear Aaron and Paxton laughing.

Eli reaches forward yanking down the front of my dress, to rip off my bra and then frees my breasts. Paxton comes into view, a Sharpie in his hand. He starts writing all over my chest while I lie there passed out.

Bile creeps up my throat. I want to turn it off, but I need to see what they did to me. Eli then shoves my dress up. He crudely fondles me before ripping my panties down my thighs.

“A souvenir,” Eli states, making the other two laugh. “I get to fuck her first.”

Paxton writes more crap on my thighs. “Whatever, man. Wrap your dick up, though, because I don’t want your crabs.”

“Is she going to wake up?” Aaron asks, nerves in his tone.

Eli snorts. “No, man. She’s down for the night. You need a little coke courage?”

“Hell yeah,” Paxton says, capping the Sharpie. “Let’s do this.”

The video sweeps over my exposed, sleeping body and Eli speaks again to my unmoving form. “We’ll continue this video when I’m fucking your nasty ass.”

It clicks off.

I stare at it, sick to my stomach.

Those bastards.

I want to kill them.

There should be tears or fear, but currently, they’re being drowned out by rage. My blood pressure rises and my heart threatens to explode. I climb out of bed and exit my bedroom. The loft is dark, Dad and Jace already in bed. Padding down the hall, I let myself into Jace’s room. The television lights up the dark room. He’s sprawled out in all his convict glory in a pair of boxers and nothing else. His eyebrow hitches up when he sees me.

“Nightmare? Need a cuddle, kiddo?” He grins at me in his usual taunting way.

I push play on the video and shove it in his face. His smile falls and then fury morphs his features. He shoves it away before it’s done playing. Sitting up, he grabs my wrist, glaring up at me.

“Those motherfuckers sent this to you?” he growls.

“Eli specifically. He was the one taking the video.” I pluck my arm from his grip and pocket my phone. “I want revenge and, Jace, I need you to help me.”

Amber eyes glow at me like windows into the devil’s soul. “We including Daddy Gary?”

“Nope.” I pop the P. “Terrence neither. He has Zella to think about.”

He nods. “I’m in.”

“Thanks, pet.”

I start to walk away, but he stands and yanks me to him for a fierce hug. I’m stiff, still burning with anger, but I allow myself a hug from an unlikely friend. Tears burn at my eyes and I have to swallow down my emotion.

“We’ll make him pay,” he assures me. “We’ll do it together.”

I sniffle and nod. “I knew I could count on you.”

“You always can.”
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Terrence

 

“Sorry to call you on a Sunday morning, doll,” Samantha purrs down the line. “I have a visitation set up for you.”

My heart skips a few beats. “No shit? Today?”

“From noon to six.”

“Renee bringing her here?”

“She will, but she’s not staying.” Her fingernails make a loud clicking as she taps away on her keyboard. “Also, I spoke with Barry. He’s got a few reports from neighbors of what an asshole Jack was. You can’t arrest someone for being an asshole, but it’s a start.”

“Those letters…”

“Don’t implicate him,” she says with a sigh. “Sure, we can read through the lines, but we need something more concrete. It’d be helpful if Lacey would show her face. Her testimony would be what we need to put him away, and at the very least secure your custody over Zella.”

I glance at the clock. A quarter to eleven. Putting my phone on speaker, I start dressing quickly so I’ll be ready when Renee arrives with Zella.

“Did he call Mary Stevens?” I ask.

“He did. All Mrs. Stevens knows is that Lacey was a sweet, talented girl and she still owes her money. She’s worried about her. Barry asked if Lacey ever mentioned Jack or someone hurting her. Mrs. Stevens said she didn’t. Talked about her little girl a lot. Mentioned she was saving money up so they could get out on their own.”

“Anything else?”

“No.” She sighs. “But we’ll figure it out. Our main concern right now is getting you custody of Zella. It was one thing when you didn’t know she existed, but now that she’s here and the paternity test proves you’re the father, without Lacey, Jack will have a hard time earning any custody. He’ll have grandparent rights he can fight for, but those visitations will be just that. Zella is going to be yours. These things just take time.”

“Thanks, Samantha.”

After we hang up, I quickly shower and shoot Penny a quick text.

Me: I get to see Zella today. I’ll call you after dinner later. How’s the lip?

Penny: Jace now calls me Tyler Durden.

Me: From Fight Club?

Penny: That’s the one. How’s Tierra?

I walk out of my room to find Tierra sassing Cal in the kitchen. They’re both laughing and cutting up, much to my relief.

Me: Being her usual self.

Penny: Good.

Me: Talk later, baby.

“Zella’s coming over,” I state as I poke Tierra’s side, making her squeal. “Where’s Charlotte?”

“In the shower,” Cal says. “Do we need to bail?”

“Nah, man. I get to keep her for six hours.”

“I get to meet my niece,” Tierra says with a huge, silly grin. “I can’t wait.”

“She’s your cousin, dumbass, not your niece.”

“Don’t be a brat,” Tierra sasses. “I can be Aunt Tee if I want.”

“Whatever, weirdo. How’s the ankle?” I ask, nodding at her bright orange cast that matches Cal’s on his hand.

“Hurts like a bitch.” Her lips pull into a frown. She leans her ass against the counter to swing her crutch out at Cal. “But I have this weapon, so that’s fun.”

“Garrett said you’re out for the season. How are you dealing with that?” I lift a brow at her, scrutinizing her emotions.

She deflates a little. “It sucks.”

“It does.” I give her a side hug. “If it makes you feel any better, there were several witnesses. It’s considered assault and it’ll be up to you if you want to press charges. Rockford’s coach already texted me this morning saying she’s been kicked off the team and expelled.”

Tierra grimaces. “Cool.”

“Has she or anyone from your old school been bothering you since you moved here?” Cal demands, folding his arms over his chest.

Tierra scowls and her eyes darken, but she simply shrugs. Cal and I exchange a heavy look that has Tierra huffing.

Charlotte pushes past us, shaking her head. “Leave her alone. You can interrogate her later. For now, she’s going to keep me company while I make lunch.”

“Make enough for Zella. She’ll be here soon,” I say with a grin.

The front door pushes open and Garrett strides in in serious doctor mode. He walks into the kitchen to kiss his daughter before squatting down in front of Tierra.

“Let me look,” he says.

Tierra bites down on her bottom lip, a smile tugging at her lips. “Okay.”

I leave them to it as I check to see if Zella is here yet. The moment the sedan pulls up, I fly out the front door, eager to see my little girl. This time when she sees me, she runs right into my arms, squealing with delight.

This.

This right here.

I will fucking fight to the death for this.
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“This is surreal,” I mutter, glancing over at Hollis, who’s sitting on the bench beside me.

He flashes me a cheesy grin. “Right?”

Sebban and Zella both giggle as they chase each other around the park. There are other kids, but ours are the loudest.

“I can’t wait until they let me keep her all the time.” I can’t wipe the smile off my face. “She’s so damn adorable and sweet.”

“Sebban will like having a kid who’s close to his age to play with.” He checks his phone for the twentieth time since we sat down.

“Waiting on a call?”

He sighs heavily. “Yeah. Roan.”

I don’t probe him and just enjoy watching our kids play.

“Roan thinks you’re fucking my sister,” Hollis blurts out, his tone cooling.

Snapping my head his way, I frown. “I’m not fucking Penny.”

“Hmph.”

“But if I was, it’d be her choice, not yours.”

His jaw clenches. “She’s still a kid.”

“Penny is more mature than both of us combined,” I grumble. “And I haven’t had sex with her.”

“You admit, though, to seeing her?”

I let out a heavy sigh. “Yeah, man. She’s my girl.”

“Penny’s not some girl you can fuck around with. She’s not wired like everyone else.” He frowns, rubbing at the back of his neck. “When she was little, my parents thought she was autistic.”

I perk up, eager for any peek into her past. “How so?”

“She just had certain quirks. Sounds bothered her. New people bothered her. Changes in routine bothered her. She was socially behind Char and me, along with everyone her own age.”

“Now?”

“Penny’s intelligent. She adapts well. I think it’s a self-preservation thing. The girl still says inappropriate things all the time, but I think that’s just part of her personality. When she thinks she’s being cornered, it’s like she does and says exactly what she thinks is required of her, not necessarily what comes natural.” He smiles and waves at Sebban, who’s trying to get his attention as he goes down the slide. “My point is, Penny is different. She doesn’t need someone to fuck around with her and then leave. I don’t think she’s wired for a casual relationship. My sister is loyal to a fault. Doesn’t see things in gray. Just black or white. So if she thinks you’re together, then you are. If you’re in it for a piece of ass and will drop her when you get bored…”

“I won’t,” I tell him with a fierce growl. “I know Penny is special. She’s unlike anyone I’ve ever met before. I’m drawn to her. I want to hold and protect her—to uncover the parts of her she keeps hidden from everyone. I’d never hurt her. I’ll admit, I’m out of my depth with her. She clams up and withdraws, which can be maddening at times, but I know for a girl like her, I have to put in the hard work because the rewards will be that much sweeter.” I chuckle. “Like her smile or her laugh. Do you know how fucking hard that is to earn?”

“It’s my duty to whip your ass if you hurt her,” he says, barely containing his grin, “but we both know Penny can hold her own.”

“Penny doesn’t need a hero,” I agree. “She’s armed with a sharp tongue and more sass than I’ll ever know what to do with.”

He lets out a heavy sigh. “Keep her safe.”

“I will,” I vow.

After our talk, the air isn’t so tense. Hollis’s phone buzzes. As soon as he reads the text, he leaps from the bench, hollering in excitement.

“What is it?” I arch a brow at him.

He plops back down, flashing me the cheesiest grin filled with hope and excitement. “We didn’t want to tell anyone until we knew for sure because we didn’t want to get everyone’s hopes up.” He laughs, shaking his head as though he can’t believe it. “We’re going to have a baby.”

My eyes bug out of my head. “What?”

He sobers up some, his blue eyes seeming distant, reminding me so much of his sister. “You remember Wes?”

“You can’t exactly forget a pervert like that.” I grit my teeth. “I hope he enjoys prison. They don’t take well to pedos like him.”

“He knocked up a girl named Leslie late last spring. She’s a sophomore now. After seeing a counselor, she made the decision with her parents to give the baby up for adoption. I only found this out because one of the other responders I work with is friends with Leslie’s mom. Anyway, she got us in touch with the family. Leslie is in no way prepared to be a mother and is suffering from the psychological effects of what happened with Wes. She thinks the baby will do better with parents who are capable of taking care of the child.”

“What about Wes? Does he get rights?”

“He could probably fight it, though hard to do in prison. But, lucky for us, he signed away his rights because he’s apparently in denial the baby is his.” Hollis sighs. “For weeks we’ve been waiting on this paperwork. Just in time, too. She’ll pop that baby out next month if she goes that far.”

I scrub my palm over my face. “Wow. Wes’s baby, huh?”

“Roan’s and my baby,” he corrects. “The baby will be ours.”

“Right on,” I say with a nod. “Congrats, man. This is exciting. You’re outgrowing that garage apartment, though.”

He smirks. “We looked at three different houses this week. Roan wanted the fixer-upper because it’s bigger, but with us having small children, that might not be the best idea.”

“I’m sure Jace would be glad to help his son out. He works for that construction company now.” I shrug. “Just an idea.”

“One that Roan is warming to,” Hollis admits with a chuckle. “He really wants that house. It might be what he and his dad need to finally patch things up between them.”

“Whatever you guys decide on, it’ll be great. I’m proud of you two. Grown-ups and shit. Who would have predicted we’d be here?”

“Certainly not me,” he says with a groan. “You guys were such assholes to me.” He smirks. “And because of me, most of you Hoodlums are finding love.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I tease, playfully punching his arm. “You ready to get these kids high on sugar?”

“It’s what daddies do.” He laughs and then hollers at the kids. “Who wants ice cream?”

Those squeals of delight will never get old.

And pretty soon, we’ll have more to add to the bunch.
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Penny

 

“You sure this is it?” Jace asks, peering through the windshield at the nice two-story home.

“God,” I groan. “You’re so fucking old. You act like you’ve never heard of the internet, pet.”

“I’m just sayin’ if we’re going to be rolling up on some dude in the suburbs, it better be his damn house. I don’t need a neighborhood watch granny calling the cops on us and it be wasted on the wrong house.”

“You’re grumpy.” I turn and lift a brow at him. “You can sit in the car if you want.”

“And let your skinny ass deal with that motherfucker alone? Get real, kid.”

I shrug, climbing out of the Jeep. We walk up the street to his house, keeping to bushes and trees when possible.

“What if his parents are home?” Jace whispers. “What then?”

“I already stalked out his parents on social media. They go to church every Sunday and then go to his mom’s sister’s for lunch. Without fail.”

We prowl across his yard and then walk up the steps on Eli’s front porch to the front door. Jace and I thought long and hard over breakfast this morning coming to the best solution.

Surprise attack.

Jace stands off to the side—because who would really answer the door to a six-foot, tatted up, cut as fuck ex-convict looking dude?—while I bang on the front door. A few minutes later, I hear footsteps and then the door opens.

“You’ve got some balls showing up here alone,” Eli sneers. “Come to finish what you started?”

Jace steps in front of me. “She’s not alone, fuckwad.”

I don’t get to see the look of surprise on Eli’s face, but the sickening pop of Jace’s fist is enough satisfaction for me. Eli crumples to the entryway floor, knocked out cold.

Jace shakes out his hand and then drags Eli away from the door so we can close it behind us. He towers over him while I squat down.

“You’re really going to do this? Are you sure you want to see—”

“Take off his shirt,” I order. “Now.”

Jace grumbles but works on removing Eli’s shirt while I unbutton his jeans. I grab his jeans and boxers, pulling them all the way down to his ankles. Once his dick, in a nest of overgrown pubes, is on display, I grab my Sharpie from my hoodie pocket.

I’m a fucking wannabe rapist with a teeny tiny dick.

I write it nice and big across his chest, making sure to draw many arrows to his stupid cock. Jace snorts out a laugh.

Roofies are the only way I can get laid.

That line gets written on his thigh.

Bitch boy.

Forehead.

Paxton and Aaron are wannabe rapists too.

That shit gets written on his arm.

I got beat up by a girl because the girl I tried to rape fought back.

That gets written on his upper chest. I draw a line from that statement up his neck, over his chin, past his cheek, and to his head where I nailed him with a baseball bat.

I could write horrible things on him all day, but he’s starting to come to and I don’t want to stick around to talk to him.

“You done?” Jace asks, eyeing Eli like he might have to ram his fist up his nose.

“Not quite.”

I grab Eli’s phone from his pocket. He has a face scanner, which I easily use to unlock his phone by holding it in front of him. I scroll through his texts until I find where he’s been texting me. He has me saved as Ice Cunt. Asshole. I delete our text conversation and my contact from his phone. I also skim through his files and pictures, making sure to erase my naked body from his device. Then, I start taking pictures of him with his own phone.

“What…” Eli groans in confusion.

Ignoring him, I type up a text.

I’m a sexual predator. I need help. Thankfully, I didn’t succeed in raping an underaged girl. The girl woke up and saved herself before I could put my dick inside of her. My friends Paxton and Aaron wanted to rape her too. Also, I love cocaine. I like threatening girls and cornering them in the bathroom with my friend Grayson. One of my best friends, Ryan, went to prison for rape. It’s like we’re a band of really fucked up guys who will all land in prison sooner or later. Best to get help now. Whoever sees this message, this is me reaching out for help before I really hurt someone. You probably better talk to my friends too because they’re no better. Someone should castrate me. I deserve it. Maybe I should just end my life. It would be better that way. The girl I nearly raped has video evidence of the sexual crime and will use it against me in court if I don’t seek help. Help. I’m all alone and my thoughts are harmful to myself and others. Mom, if you’re at Aunt Jean’s, call the police because I don’t think you’ll get to me in time.

I make sure to send that text to every single person on his contact list including Mom, Dad, Pastor Rick, Grandma, Nonna, Paw, Aunt Jean, Grayson’s Dad, and a whole other slew of people who will probably have a meltdown over this.

Quickly, I explore the house, finding a bottle of pills from the master bathroom. Once I return, Eli is putting up a fight, but Jace has his foot planted on his chest. I wipe down his phone, turn it off, and then set it on the entryway table beside the bottle of pills. Then, I snap at Jace with my fingers.

We start for the door, careful to wipe away evidence of anything we touched. My Sharpie comes with me, too. With one look over my shoulder, I glance at my handiwork. Eli looks pitiful as he tries to make sense of what just happened. Jace and I slip out without a sound, racing back to my Jeep.

“Ho-lee-shit,” Jace drawls out. “You’re fucked up, kid.”

I smirk at him. “You’re not supposed to be proud.”

“Oh, but I am. Really fucking proud. You handled your shit like a boss.” He lifts a brow at me. “Are we going to get the hell out of here?”

“Not yet.” I point at a neighbor, who comes running from their house, a phone pressed to their ear. “Looks like they’re worried Eli might take his own life.”

“You’re evil, Penny English. To the core.”

“Yeah, well, sometimes you have to be worse than your enemies. I’m not about to let assholes like Eli and his fuckbuddy gang get the last laugh. I know what happened to Charlotte and I’ll be damned if I let the same thing happen to me.”

The woman rushes into Eli’s house. Two other neighbors hurry over as well. I can tell Jace is antsy, but I’m not in any hurry. Sirens begin wailing from the distance.

“Penny…” Jace warns.

“It’s fine. You’re being paranoid.”

A police cruiser and ambulance fly past me. With glee, I watch them rush into Eli’s house. Not long after that, a white Lexus pulls up. Based on what I learned from social media, it’s his parents’. Eli’s mother is crying and her husband is barely holding her up.

I should feel bad for them.

It’s not their fault their son is a sadist sexual predator.

But I don’t.

This is all part of his punishment. He’ll have a helluva hard time talking his way out of this one. Sure, he can say someone hit him and that he didn’t write that stuff on himself, but it’s still enough to cause doubt in everyone’s minds. They’ll have to take his text seriously in case he really is suicidal. Not to mention, no one is going to let him get by without answering hard questions about the allegations written all over his body.

I wish I could be a fly on the wall, listening to each and every question that makes him squirm. Unfortunately, Jace is about to go insane beside me. With a heavy sigh, I turn on the Jeep and boldly drive past Eli’s house. Jace slouches, but I rubberneck the whole time.

“Insane,” Jace grumbles. “Just like your dad.”

At this, I laugh. “Dad is not insane.”

“Aww, the little princess is blind to her crazy-ass pops. He’s my best friend. I’ve seen him in action. He’s a fucked up power monster like you.”

“Power monster?”

“You heard me, psycho.”

“Dad gets shit done.” I shrug. “You want to grab a burger?”

Jace snorts out a laugh. “I think you might even be related to Cal. Only Cal would do something so fucked up and then want to eat afterward. You’re a Hoodlum all right.”

“I am not a Hoodlum.” I roll my eyes as I pull into a burger restaurant parking lot.

“And I’m not an ex-con. Riiiiight. Look up the definition in the Webster dictionary,” he throws back. “I’m pretty sure your name is etched in right beneath Cal’s.”

“Whatever, old man. Buy me a milkshake. I’m famished after an intense afternoon of sweet revenge.”

“If Charlotte makes Hoodlum T-shirts, your ass better be first in line.”

“I’m not wearing a matching T-shirt with anyone, especially the Hoodlums.”

“Whatever you say, Hoodlum.”

I flip him off and give him a dirty look for good measure.
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Terrence

 

My heart is so full it could burst. Each time I get to see Zella feels like a gift. On Sunday, we spent six hours together. Since then, she’s come over two more evenings. Each time, Renee has delivered her to me and then ran her home. Tonight, she said I could drop her back off at Jack’s after my visitation. Soon, maybe she’ll get to stay with me all the time.

“You want another juice box?” I ask.

Zella’s brown eyes light up and she nods. I rise from the table that’s full of chatter and head for the kitchen. Cal’s parents are over. Kate showed Charlotte how to make one of Cal’s favorite dishes. Penny came over too, but she wasn’t interested in learning to cook. She’s spent her time playing with Zella. Even now, they’re immersed in girly whispered secrets that makes my heart melt. It’s important my little girl likes my girlfriend.

Penny and Zella share a smile and when I start back for them, they both try to pretend they weren’t whispering. I push the straw into the juice box and hand it to Zella.

“Thank you, Daddy.”

My heart squeezes in my chest. This girl already has me so wrapped around her pinky finger. Just hearing her call me Daddy is enough to make my day.

“Anytime, Mello Zello.”

“So Cal told us you’re working on your teaching certification,” Kate says once I sit back down. “How’s that going?”

I shrug and shake my head. “Not as easy for me as it was for Cal.”

“Not my fault I’m a genius,” he throws back.

Charlotte rolls her eyes at him. “Don’t be mean.”

“He knows no other way,” Penny supplies. “Besides, you like that mean boy for some reason.”

Cal flashes everyone a smug grin that has most of us groaning.

“Everyone learns differently,” David says. “But you’re enjoying it? You really want to teach?”

“Yeah, man. I like coaching and I want to continue to do that, but I’d like to do more. At first, it sounded kind of out there, but the more I’ve thought about it, the more I realize I’d like to do it.” I smile at Zella. “Plus, with having Zella around, it’d be nice to have a job that’s off on summers and holidays.” I chuckle. “Though, I’m not professor material. Not interested in teaching college students like Cal.”

“Actually,” Cal says, perking up. “Charlotte’s decided to go to the local college first to get her basics under her belt. We’ll move wherever she needs to later when she goes to medical school. Rather than getting my master’s to become a college professor, though, I was thinking about taking the steps to become a principal.”

I choke on my green bean. “What?”

His grin is pure evil. “What? Like I can’t cut it as a hard-ass principal? Have you met Karen? She won’t be principal forever. Someone has to carry the torch and I’m her favorite.”

“You’re not her favorite,” Penny argues.

“Not yet,” he agrees. “But eventually. And my guess is when she’s ready to retire, she’ll be desperate to fill the spot. Who better than me? I’m going to be ready for when that day comes.”

“I think you’ll be a wonderful principal,” Kate says, beaming at her boy.

David chuckles. “He won’t put up with any troublemakers, that’s for damn sure.”

“Mark my words,” Cal says with a shrug. “By the time the ankle biter Hoodlums reach high school, I’ll be primed and ready to keep them all in line.”

“Thank God that’s a long time away,” I mutter, amused at Cal’s line of thinking. “You almost done?” I gently touch Zella’s arm as I ask the question.

She yelps and then curls her arm against her chest. At first I think I’ve hurt her.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, dipping my head so I can see her face that’s now bowed.

The table grows quiet and Penny’s brows are furled with worry.

“Nothing,” Zella whispers.

“Is your arm hurt?”

She shrugs.

“Can I look at it?”

Her shoulders lift up again in another shrug.

Carefully, I pull up the sleeve of her arm. Silvery scars mar her brown skin, making sickness roil in my gut. One of the scars isn’t scarred over yet, though. It’s red and oozing with puss. An angry welt.

“Who did this to you?” I demand, already knowing the answer.

“Terrence,” Penny barks out at my harsh tone.

I glower at her before turning my attention back to Zella. “Who hurt you?”

“I accidentally touched Dadd—” She frowns at me, her face twisting in confusion. “I touched his smokes by accident.” Her eyes shift away as tears well in them.

“That motherfucker did this to you—” I growl, making her flinch, but am cut off by Penny.

“Enough. You’re freaking her out,” Penny snaps. Then, to Zella, she gently touches her shoulder. “Did Jack burn you?”

Zella shudders in apparent fear, shaking her head in vehemence. “I did it. It was an accident.”

“You’re lying,” I accuse, hurt that she would defend that monster.

“Terrence,” David booms. “That’s enough.”

Are they all blind?

She’s been fucking abused!

I rise to my feet, sending my chair scraping loudly back behind me. “I’m going to beat the fuck out of him!”

Cal is on his feet in the next instant as Zella bursts into tears. My heart shatters even more at hearing her cry. Penny hugs her while Cal grabs my shoulder.

“Take a walk with me,” Cal grinds out.

I’m pissed as fuck but allow him to guide me outside.

“Dude, calm the fuck down,” he says. “You scared the crap out of your kid.”

I wince at his words. “But he hurt her!”

“I’m not fucking blind,” he growls. “But scaring her when she’s already petrified won’t help. You need to calm down. Call Samantha. Find out what to do next. But accusing her of lying is only going to make her retreat more.”

I pace along the gravel in front of the cabin, rubbing at the tension now forming in my neck. “How can he do that? How can he burn a little kid like that?” Tears burn at my eyes. Zella is so sweet. She doesn’t deserve that shit. “Lacey had scars too.”

Cal’s lips press into a firm line.

“When we slept together, I saw them. She was embarrassed. Thought I wouldn’t want her because of them.” Fuck, my chest aches. “Do you think Zella is ashamed? Is that why she’s denying it was him?”

Cal shrugs and walks up to me, a frown on his face. “That or she’s scared. Maybe he threatened her.”

My blood boils and I fist my hands. “I’m going to kill him.”

“And leave your kid parentless?” He shakes his head. “No, you get Samantha’s ass on this. Beating that motherfucker to death will only feel good for a second. Then, you’ll be cuffed and dragged to jail. Zella needs you.”

I know he’s right. Cal could have killed Michael and Ryan for what they did to Charlotte, but he didn’t. They lived and after the trial, their asses will be locked up for a very long time. Too much evidence stacked against them. It’s sweeter justice in the end. I need to get Samantha to move the ball on this custody shit so she can be with me full-time and I don’t have to worry about Jack’s sadistic ass.

“I need to apologize to Zella,” I say with a sad sigh. “I don’t want her to think I’m like Jack.”

He nods and clutches my shoulder. “Get in there.”

We head back inside. Penny is packing up the little backpack of dolls Zella brought. Zella is no longer crying, but she’s withdrawn and staring at the floor. Charlotte and Kate both shoot me a sympathetic smile.

“I’ll take her home,” Penny says, not meeting my gaze.

“Absolutely not.” I try to keep the venom out of my tone so I don’t freak Zella out anymore. “I’ll take her home.”

Penny stands up, lifting her chin, fire blazing in her eyes. “I think it’s best if I do.”

“Penny,” I grit out. “I don’t want you anywhere near that man. It’s bad enough I have to send my daughter back there. Just stay here.”

“We’ll go with him,” David says, giving Penny a nod. “Just stay here with your sister. We’ll make sure Zella gets in safely and that Terrence doesn’t do anything to get himself in trouble.”

Penny’s shoulders relax and she nods. She gives Zella a fierce hug, bends to whisper something to her, and then kisses her forehead. I’m still in awe at the relationship they’ve already formed having only met twice.

I squat down in front of Zella and hold my palm up to her. “Mello Zello?”

Her gaze lifts to mine, teary and sad. My heart stutters when she places her palm in mine. I squeeze it affectionately.

“I’m sorry I yelled. Daddy was worried about you. I don’t want anyone to hurt you. It makes me sad.” I give her a gentle smile. “You understand? It’s because you’re my little girl and I love you. I want to protect you.”

She nods, more tears forming.

“It’s okay to tell the truth, even if it scares you.”

Her frown deepens and her shoulders sulk. I’m clearly not reaching her, which means I need to stop pressing. It hurts, but I have no other choice if I want to salvage our new, delicate relationship.

“Let’s get you back home,” I say in a light voice, trying desperately to keep the fire out of my tone.

We all load into my Trailblazer. David sits up front with me while Cal sits in the back with Zella. I’m thankful for Cal’s idiot ways because halfway back to Jack’s, he has her giggling. I owe my best friend for those sweet laughs.

“Let me do the talking,” David says when we pull into the driveway at Jack’s. “Keep your cool, James.”

I let out a ragged sigh. “I’ll try.”

Quickly, I climb out and go to get Zella. I kiss her forehead and then pull back to look at her.

“We cool, Mello Zello?”

She smiles and nods. “Can I come back?”

“Of course. I’m going to make it happen.”

I pull her out of her seat and then set her to her feet. She holds my hand, squeezing it like it’s a lifeline.

“We should have taken pictures,” I hiss out to Cal as David walks ahead of us.

“Penny took some while we were outside,” Cal murmurs, keeping his voice low enough Zella doesn’t hear. “She texted me on the way here. Samantha is going to have a social worker come out here tomorrow. Everything is going to be okay.”

Nothing feels okay about sending your child to doom.

We climb up the steps and David knocks on the door. A moment later, Jack answers the door. His eyes widen to see the three of us.

I want to punch this motherfucker in the face. If I weren’t holding on to Zella’s hand with Cal at my side, I might do just that. David beats me to the proverbial punch.

“Good evening, Jack,” David says in a sugary sweet tone. “Thought we’d have a little chat.”

Jack’s face pales. “W-Why are you here? Zella, come inside, sweetheart.”

She starts for him, but I give her hand a little squeeze. I bend over and whisper, “Love you, Zella.”

Her head nods and then she lets go of me to walk inside. Jack steps aside, barely sparing her a glance, before glaring at us.

“You can leave now,” Jack growls.

David shakes his head. “Not before I say something.” He steps close to Jack and leans in, keeping his voice low. “Everyone knows what a piece of shit you are, Henderson. Everyone. Your violence may have gone unpunished for a long time, but that stops now. Know that every man with a fucking fist in this town is watching you. Just waiting for you to get out of line. And when you do, if the law doesn’t do what it’s supposed to, we’ll do it instead. It’ll be painful, Henderson. I can assure you that. You will feel every goddamn thing you ever did to the females in your life you’ve hurt. I’ll make sure of it.”

David steps back and gives Henderson a seemingly friendly smack to his cheek.

“Everyone,” David reminds him. “Watch your back.”

Jack, a mixture of worry and fear emanating from him, scrambles back into the house and closes the door behind him. Good. Maybe he’ll leave Zella the fuck alone until I can get full custody of her.

He better or we’ll absolutely destroy him.
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Penny

One month later…

 

“Where does Ken go?” I ask, pointing at the Barbie Jeep full of females.

Zella giggles. “They’re gonna run him over.”

“Zella!” I gasp, feigning shock.

She sends the Jeep careening forward, running over Ken. We both laugh when several of the Barbies fall out of the Jeep.

While she collects the dolls to put them back into the vehicle, I try not to look at the scars on her bare arm. There aren’t any new ones. I’m thankful as hell for that, but no less worried over the situation.

Jack is smooth. I’ll give him that. He says the right things and has clearly brainwashed Zella into answering correctly for fear of retaliation. Each time he asks me to sit for him, I show up even though I hate his guts. He gets drunk more and more, but has been keeping his hands to himself. The judge awarded Terrence custody three days a week, but that still leaves four of them where she’s left in Jack’s hands. Jack pled a pretty good case that he’s only wanting to provide Zella with normalcy since her mother abandoned her. He told the judge he was afraid she won’t adjust well to move in full-time with a stranger. The judge agreed.

My phone buzzes with a text from Terrence.

Smash: Where you at, babe? Thought you were going to come over after your thing.

Me: It’s taking longer than I thought.

Smash: What ARE you doing? Is it illegal?

I send him a bunch of eye roll emojis.

Me: It’s just something I have to do.

Smash: One day I’ll get inside that head of yours, Penny.

I decide I’ll text him back later because I’m not about to get into it with Terrence about the stuff I have to do. He’d freak the hell out if he knew. Maybe one day he’ll have Zella all the time and he won’t have to know about my vigilante babysitting. Zella’s a great secret keeper and hasn’t ratted me out yet. I shove my phone into the pocket of my backpack on the floor so I can avoid the guilt that always infects me whenever Terrence broaches the subject of what I’m keeping from him.

“Again!” Zella shrieks.

I laugh at her excitement to run Ken over. “You’re out of control, child.”

The bedroom door slings open, making both of us cry out in surprise. Jack’s face is purple with fury, the stench of liquor quickly permeating the air around us. I don’t like being at a disadvantage on the floor, so I spring to my feet.

“You’re back so soon?” I ask, hating the slight quiver in my voice.

His lip curls up and his eyes narrow. “Been back for a while. Zella knows better than to scream and carry on.” He starts to unbuckle his belt and I panic.

“W-What? Stop, Jack. It was my fault,” I stammer, my heart beating hard in my chest.

“I know what I heard,” he snarls.

The belt whips out of the hoops of his jeans with a menacing swoosh. I stand in front of Zella, unable to let him unleash on her for just being a kid.

“You need to get some coffee and sober up,” I spit out at him.

He wraps the leather around his fist. “And you need to get the fuck out of my house.”

“Not until you calm down. I’ll take her to her dad’s.”

Wrong thing to say.

Hatred burns hot in his eyes for Terrence.

Whack!

Stars burst across my vision as pain sears over my cheek. Tears automatically form because it really hurt to be hit in the face with a belt. I tenderly touch my cheek, gaping at him in shock. He prowls my way and I nearly stumble over Zella.

“Move,” he growls.

“No!” I yell back. “You don’t get to hurt her. You’re drunk. Let me take her to her father—”

“I’M HER FATHER!” he roars, backhanding me hard.

I knock over Zella in my fall, my head smacking the dresser hard enough everything goes black in an instant.

[image: ]

It burns.

It burns.

Why does my back burn?

I’m groggy and in a state of confusion as I try to make sense of my surroundings. Jack is dragging me by my ankle down the hallway. The carpet burns my back as my shirt rides up from being dragged.

A whine escapes me as I try to find my voice.

Move, Penny.

I squirm, but my head hurts and I can’t find the energy to escape his grip. Until he makes it into his bedroom. His hold on my ankle releases and he turns to slam the bedroom door shut.

Oh God.

I need to get out of here.

His malevolent eyes flash as he rakes them over me. “What did I tell you about running, Lacey?”

Lacey?

What the actual fuck?

I try to stand, but I’m too woozy. His fist swings at me and I narrowly dodge the hit. I scramble on my hands and knees past him toward the door, the world around me spinning out of control. He tackles me to the carpet, knocking my breath from my lungs.

“Stay still,” he grinds out as he tries to get ahold of my arms.

“No!” I screech, twisting and fighting. “Get off me!”

“Goddammit, girl, I said stop fucking moving!”

He starts ripping at my sweatpants, baring my ass in the process. I claw at the carpet, trying to escape him.

This isn’t happening.

This. Isn’t. Happening.

“I said stop it or I’ll bury you in the backyard next to your mother!” he roars, grabbing my ponytail and yanking me back.

I’m no match for him. I screech and howl, trying desperately to free myself from his evil clutches. When I hear his zipper go down, I panic. Everything inside of me goes numb. I can feel myself retreating, erecting walls faster than I know how. My skin grows cold as he nudges me with his dick.

It’s soft.

His dick is soft.

I almost sob in relief. His inability to get hard pisses him off, though, because he slams me to the floor. I start crawling away again when he kicks me hard in the ribs, knocking me into the dresser. Pain lances through me, making me gag. He grabs me up by my hoodie, hauling me to my feet.

Bam!

His fist is hard and painful. I black out again only to find myself his punching bag. Like he’s possessed by the devil, he wails into me. The assault is too much to bear. I shut down, my body growing heavy and fatigued.

“Wake up, bitch!” he snaps, shaking me.

His movements rouse me, but I let my head lol to the side. Maybe he’ll leave me alone if I play dead. After a few more hits, he throws me to the floor. He clumsily shoves his limp dick back into his jeans. As soon as he moves his hand away, I rear back and kick him hard in the balls.

“Fuck!” he cries out, landing on his ass and cupping his balls. “You fucking psycho!”

I look for a weapon. Anything. I settle for a lamp, yanking it from the wall. While he howls in pain, I smash it down hard over his head. Glass shatters everywhere as he crumples.

My body buzzes with adrenaline. I have to get away from him. I have to get out of here. I fight past the pain to drag my sweats back up my ass. The room spins, but I manage to stumble out of the room on a mission for Zella. I find her sobbing in her room.

“We…” I wince and take a deep breath. “C-Can you carry my backpack? We h-have t-to go.”

She nods, snatching up my bag. I wheeze as I unzip the side and grab my keys. Before we exit her room, I check to make sure Jack’s not lurking. One quick peek around the corner tells me he’s still sprawled out on his bedroom floor.

“Come on,” I whisper.

Zella holds my hand as we make our way out of the house. Everything keeps spinning around me. I have to stop just outside the house to puke. Zella cries harder, reminding me we have to get the hell out of here.

“C-Can you buckle yourself in really fast?” I choke out.

“Yes!”

“Good g-girl.”

I get the Jeep door open and Zella scrambles in. The effort to shut the door makes me black out, but I quickly blink it away. Hauling myself into my Jeep is difficult. Eventually, I manage and get it started. One of my eyes is swelling shut, but there’s no way I’ll stop. Not now. I back out of the driveway, narrowly missing the mailbox, before I throw it in drive. It’s a slow trip, me wheezing the whole time and Zella sobbing, but eventually we make it to Cal’s cabin.

“Let’s go see Daddy,” I whisper as I open her door once we’re stopped.

Zella clings to my side as we make our way into the cabin. My head hurts and I think I might puke again. Terrence is going to kill me, but right now, I just need to make sure we’re safe from that monster.

“Honey, I’m home,” I croak out, my joke falling flat when I meet Terrence’s horrified face.

“What the actual fuck?”
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Terrence

 

These new glasses have got to be fucked up.

I’m not seeing what I’m seeing.

It’s a fucking hallucination.

“Penny!” Charlotte shrieks from behind me, jolting me back to reality.

It’s real.

Penny is bloodied up, face bruised and swelling, holding the hand of my little girl. Why? How?

I pounce forward, needing to assess the damages of my girlfriend while trying to make sense of what the fuck is going on.

“Penny, what happened?” I growl, tenderly putting an arm around her waist to keep her standing since she looks seconds from passing out. “Cal, call Garrett!”

She’s in shock. She has to be. Penny isn’t crying. Just staring. Her hand is firmly gripping Zella’s shirt like she might escape.

I guide them to the sofa while Cal and Charlotte both start chattering on their phones to different people.

“What happened?” I say, sitting on the coffee table right in front of Penny. “Who beat you up?”

“Jack.” She winces and squeezes her eyes shut. “He, uh, was going to whip Zella with the belt. I t-tried to stop him.”

“Why were you over there?” I demand.

Charlotte sits down next to Penny, a gel ice pack in her hands. “Where does it hurt, sis?”

“Everywhere,” Penny grumbles.

“Penny, why were you—”

“Jack did this to you?” Charlotte asks, cutting me off. She holds the ice pack to Penny’s head where a goose egg has popped up.

Penny and Zella both nod. I note that they’re still clinging to each other.

“Why were you there?” I bark out.

“He said he’d bury me in the backyard like my mother. He kept calling me Lacey,” Penny whispers, terror gleaming in her blue eyes. “I think…I think he may have killed Vicki.”

Jesus.

“We’ll call the police,” I assure her, “but why were you there?”

Penny closes her eyes again as though that’ll prevent her from having to answer me.

“Zella, baby, why was Penny there? It’s okay to tell Daddy. I need to know what happened.” I reach forward and take Zella’s other hand. “It’s okay. Talk to me.”

Zella lifts her chin, giving me her sweet wide-eyed stare. “Penny is my babysitter.”

It doesn’t make sense.

“She babysat you tonight?”

Zella nods. I give her hand a squeeze. “Thank you for telling me.”

Turning my attention to Penny, I speak firmly, “Tell me everything right now.”

“Fine,” Penny blurts out in a harsh manner that quickly loses to sadness. Her bottom lip quivers wildly, but she doesn’t cry. “I’ve been babysitting Zella to keep an eye on her. I knew you wouldn’t approve.”

The bruises. The lies. The weirdness. It was all because she was with him. This whole fucking time. Unbelievable.

My blood turns to ice.

I’ll revisit this later. Right now I need to know what the fuck happened.

“What happened tonight?” I urge. “I need to know.”

As she starts replaying the night, I feel sick to my stomach. He hit her in the face with a belt. Backhanded her, which inadvertently knocked her out when she hit her head. Dragged her unconscious form into his bedroom. Pulled her pants down. Attempted to rape her, but his dick wouldn’t get hard. Beat the living fuck out of her.

They escaped.

Thank fuck they escaped.

“Cal!” I boom, glancing up at him where he’s standing behind the couch wearing an equally infuriated expression as me. “We need to go get him.”

Cal curses and shakes his head. “Can’t, man. I already called the police. We have to let them do their job.”

Anger simmers deep in my gut. Had I known Penny was trying this bullshit, I could have told her no. Protected her. Instead, she took it upon herself to willingly walk into the den of a monster. I can’t even fucking kill him because he’s so wrapped up in my trying to get full custody of Zella.

“I did it to help,” Penny explains as though she can see inside my head. “I wanted to keep an eye on her for you.”

She’s been lying to me. Putting herself in harm’s way to help me. What the fuck was she thinking?

“Don’t be mad at Penny,” Zella pleads, tugging at my hand.

I realize I’m scowling, so I quickly force it away to smile at her. “All that matters right now is you’re safe,” I assure Zella. “You want a snack?”

Penny stares at me with watery eyes. She knows I’m pissed. And upset. And worried. That motherfucker beat the hell out of her. Of course I’m about to lose my fucking mind.

“Char, are you good to sit with Penny?”

“Of course,” Charlotte says.

I pick Zella up and carry her into the kitchen. My mind buzzes as I sit her on the counter and offer her different snack options.

I’m in a daze, lingering in the kitchen, trying to make sense of this night when the front door opens. Garrett walks in with two police officers hot on his heels. He makes a beeline to Penny. I let out a heavy sigh as I pick Zella back and head over to the cops. All I can do is hope to fuck they do their job and put that motherfucker away for what he did to her.
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Penny sits on one side of the couch, curled against Garrett while I hold a sleeping Zella in the recliner. Charlotte is sitting in Cal’s lap, both of them wearing matching faces of worry. It’s been hours since Penny showed up with Zella. The cops took the report and then sent more officers to arrest Jack. Penny refused to go to the hospital because she’s stubborn as fuck and let her dad check her over.

Bruised ribs and banged all to hell, but nothing is broken. It’s late and Penny was being argumentative, so she won this round, but she’s going to get checked out in the morning. Garrett assured me.

“You okay?” Garrett asks, frowning at me.

I don’t know how this guy can tell when my head is pounding, but he always knows.

“I’m fine,” I grumble.

Charlotte rises from the sofa and escapes to the kitchen. I hate waiting around for answers. Time crawls along. Eventually, Charlotte appears with a sandwich, a bottle of water, and my medication.

“Thanks,” I rumble and then inhale my sandwich. Once I’m full, I swallow down my pills and continue brooding.

Hours later, Cal opens the door to an officer. One we all know.

“Captain Fitzgerald,” Cal greets. “Did you miss us?”

Fitzgerald shakes his head. “Something like that. Mind if I come in?”

Cal guides him into the living room and motions to an armchair. Fitzgerald sits down, frowning at Penny.

“You okay?” he asks her.

She gives him a thumbs-up, which makes Cal snort.

“How’s the little one?” Fitzgerald asks me.

“She’s fine.” My clipped tone makes Penny wince.

Fitzgerald lets out a heavy sigh. “He’s gone.”

“I killed him?” Penny asks, a little bit of delight in her tone.

“No,” Fitzgerald says. “He’s gone. Ransacked the place packing his bags and left. We have an APB out on his vehicle, but as of yet, we have nothing.”

Un-fucking-believable.

“He belongs in prison,” I growl. “To rot for the rest of time.”

Penny sits up. “Are they checking into what I said? What he told me about his wife?”

“Yes,” Fitzgerald says, “but that will go outside my jurisdiction. Feds will need to be involved. Normally, a claim like that isn’t one we’d follow up on, but since we’ve been presented the evidence of alleged child abuse, the violent assault, and the disappearance of his wife and stepdaughter, it’s been rerouted to the feds.”

“What happens with Zella?” I demand. I know what needs to happen, but so far, I’ve been getting fucked at every angle.

“You’ll be awarded temporary custody over her until your attorney can prepare something more concrete and lasting.” He smiles. “Your attorney is a good one. She’ll make it happen.”

“So we just wait for him to get caught?” I go to rub at my eyes and nearly knock my glasses off in the process. This shit will take some getting used to. “What if he comes here?”

“We don’t think he’ll come back, but if he does, we’ll be ready. I would suggest keeping the girls safe in numbers.”

“Just get a cop to sit outside,” Cal suggests.

“This isn’t the movies,” Fitzgerald grumbles. “As much as I’d love to say we could do something like that, we don’t have the manpower or budget. It’s just the cold, hard truth.”

“And you wonder why some of the town’s citizens prefer a little vigilante justice,” Cal grinds out.

Fitzgerald hangs his head in shame.

“I’ll hire a security firm,” Garrett assures us. The man always has the fucking answers. “Frankly, I’m over the incompetence of the police in this town. My daughters both have been on the losing side. I’ll make sure they’re protected.”

“Now, Mr. English,” Fitzgerald says with a sigh. “We’re doing the best we can.”

“And it’s not good enough,” Garrett says simply. “If that’s all you have to say, may as well get going. These kids are exhausted.”

“I’ll keep you all informed.” Fitzgerald stands and gives us a nod. “Good evening.”

As soon as he leaves, I rise to my feet, Zella still asleep in my arms. “Garrett, take Penny home.”

She jolts up, frowning at me. “I want to stay here.”

Garrett’s eyes narrow as he darts them back and forth between us.

“No, Penny. It’s time for you to go home.” I pin her with my firmest stare. “You’re hurt and your dad is a doctor. Just go.”

Anger flashes in her blue eyes, but I don’t stick around to argue with her. I need time to process what happened. While I’m thrilled to have Zella with me, I am disgusted that Penny’s been going over there God only knows how many times, endangering herself.

I need a break.

I need to think.

I need to focus on Zella and I can’t do that right now with Penny.

I just can’t.
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Penny

One week later…

 

“Hey, bruiser,” Jace says from the kitchen. “You look like hell.”

I flip him off as I move past him for some cereal. Truth is, I feel tons better. My face is still wrecked from what Jack did, but I survived. But, when all the bruises fade, I’ll still be this mess of a girl on the inside.

It scared me.

So bad.

I’d never felt like my life was truly in danger. Not when I held a gun to Ryan’s face for attacking Charlotte. Not when Cal’s parents’ house was on fire and we were trapped inside. Not when Eli and his goons tried to rape me. Not when he and Grayson shoved me into the boys’ bathroom.

But at Jack’s?

When he was beating the living crap out of me?

A sense of overwhelming self-preservation washed over me. I knew it was flee or die. I had to escape or I wouldn’t live to tell it.

Jace sets his cereal bowl down, making me jump. I freeze, but don’t shove him away when he hugs me from behind. It’s a dad hug. And since Dad is off with Elise this morning, I could use a dad hug.

“Want to talk about it?” he asks.

“Nope.”

“Didn’t think so.” He sighs. “They’ll find him. You know that, right?”

A shudder wracks through me. “Yep.”

“If he shows his ass up here, I’ll throw him off the balcony, Penny. No one is hurting my girl under my watch.”

A smile tugs at my lips. “You’re such a badass, pet.”

“Not nearly half as badass as you,” he teases. “Now cheer up. You gotta help me reply back to this chick who wants to fuck but only if I prove I’m not a psycho.”

“But you are a psycho,” I drawl out.

“Yeah, but she doesn’t know that. You’re better at words than I am. You know I hate this online dating shit. In my day, we saw someone we wanted to fuck, we bought them a drink, and then we fucked. Simple. Now, they want a goddamned résumé and personal references. I’m not savvy enough for this.”

I pull away from his hold that went from fatherly to suffocating in six seconds. I love Jace like an uncle, but I don’t like feeling confined.

“You could go to the bar. Find some skank to suck your dick,” I suggest.

“A bar is how I got myself in prison,” he reminds me. “I only go when your daddy can go with me to keep me out of trouble.”

“You do realize you’re asking a virgin teenager for dating advice. New low, pet. New low.”

“Glad to know big T didn’t take your V-card yet. I guess he does like you.” He smirks. “Make him wait. It’ll be good for him.”

My lip curls up. “We can talk about your whorish sex life until we’re blue in the face because it’s funny as fuck and I do like to make fun of you for it, however, my sex life—or lack thereof—is not up for discussion.”

“You wound me, kid.” He holds his palm to his massive chest and gives me sad, puppy dog eyes.

I let out a heavy sigh. “He won’t talk to me.”

“Terrence?”

“No, the fucking pope! Yes, Terrence,” I snap.

He pokes my stomach, making me wince because my ribs still hurt. “Don’t be a bitch, P. Are you on the rag? You need to put that shit on Garrett’s family calendar so I know when to throw chocolate at you and keep a safe distance away.”

We both look over at Dad’s calendar on the fridge and laugh. It’s so over the top and so Dad. He likes order, that’s for damn sure.

“I am not on my period and I’m certainly not writing that in on the calendar. Jesus, you’re such a dick,” I complain.

“I’m the only dick you put up with.” He flinches and his face sours. “I meant asshole, not literal dick. Fuck. You know what I mean.”

“Stop talking.”

He goes from flustered to amused as he playfully zips up his lips.

“He’s mad that I sat for Zella and never told him,” I explain with a frown. “I was trying to protect her while not interfering with his custody. It’s that simple.”

“Pretty fucking stupid, too,” Jace says unhelpfully.

I frown as I pour some cereal into the bowl. I know it was stupid. At the time, it felt like the right thing to do. Now, I realize why Terrence wouldn’t have let me go. I was in over my head and never even realized it.

“He won’t reply to my texts.” My voice shakes and tears burn at my eyes. “I don’t think he’s getting over it.”

“If he cares about you, he will,” Jace assures me.

His phone buzzes and then he starts laughing. “Oh fuck. He didn’t.”

“What?”

“Your dad just left Elise’s house. They broke up.”

“No way!” I say, snagging his phone to confirm what he just said. “About damn time. Elise was such a bitch.”

“Elise wanted a rich dweeb she could boss around and spend all his money,” Jace reveals. “Our boy Gary will daddy the fuck out of some girl one day, but he will not sit on the sidelines while some cunt drains him and tries to make him feel like shit.”

“Tell me how you really feel,” I deadpan.

“Elise is a bitch. I don’t like her.”

“So does this mean you and Dad are going to be on the prowl again? I don’t think I can handle it again. You’re both so gross.”

Jace snorts out a laugh. “You’re definitely on the rag.”

I smack him in the arm. “I’m not. I’m just in a bad mood because my boyfriend won’t respond to me.”

“He’ll come around,” he assures me. “If he doesn’t, he doesn’t deserve you. You’re unique, Penny English. A one of a kind bitch.”

“You’re such a master with words, pet. Put that on my birthday cake.”

He grins at me. “Deal.”

I roll my eyes at him. The doorbell rings, saving me from any more Jace jokes. As I hurry out of the kitchen, I can’t help but feel a swell of hope that it’s Terrence. He can’t be mad at me forever. I fling open the door and my heart leaps into my throat.

It’s him.

Terrence.

I could almost cry at seeing him. He’s so handsome it hurts to look at him. His glasses make him a million times hotter than usual and his droopy eye is looking more normal since he started wearing them. Today he’s in a fitted white Henley that showcases all his sculpted muscles. His dark jeans hug his muscular thighs and his Timberland wheat-colored boots finish off the sexy look. The laces are undone in a sloppy way that looks really, really good. His facial hair is trimmed short and precise like always. I missed touching him. I crave to reach up and run my finger along the severe shave line on his cheek so I can feel both the scruff and the smoothness of his skin.

It’s his expression that keeps my hands firmly planted at my sides.

“Hi, Smash,” I say, swallowing down the nerves in my stomach. “Want to come in?”

“I don’t have a lot of time. Cal’s babysitting Zella. This won’t take long, Penny.”

My chest aches and bile rises in my throat. “What’s up?”

I miss his smile. I miss the twinkle in his mahogany eyes. I miss his playfulness.

Nothing about him seems warm or friendly, which terrifies me.

Surely I didn’t push him away completely.

No, Terrence forgives easily. He thought my sister was the one who crashed into him and he still forgave her. All I did was lie about my job. No big deal. Everything is fine.

“I…” He scowls and looks down at his boots. “We should talk.”

“We are talking,” I state, my voice higher than normal.

“We had a lot of fun.” His gaze lifts to meet mine, but there’s a hardness there I’ve never seen directed my way.

Had.

Had

We had a lot of fun.

“Terrence,” I whimper, reaching for him.

He takes a step back, sending my heart plummeting.

“But that’s all it was. Fun,” he says coolly. “I see that now. I should have known better getting involved with someone so young.”

All I can do is gape at him, tears quickly forming in my eyes.

“I need to focus on Zella right now.” His jaw clenches as his eyes zero in on a tear that races down my cheek. “I,” he utters, his voice hoarse. “I want to help the investigators find her mother.”

“Don’t shut me out,” I beg, choking back a sob as more tears roll out.

His features twist painfully. “I think you did enough shutting out for both of us.”

“Terrence.” I reach for him again, but a severe shake of his head has me stopping. “I could help you find her mom.”

“You’ve done enough helping,” he rumbles. “I can do this on my own.”

“What about us?” The tears won’t stop and I can’t control them. Charlotte’s the crier in our family, not me.

“There can’t be an us. Not without trust. I lost it a week ago when you walked through my door beat to shit and I had no clue how the fuck it happened.” He rubs at the back of his neck, shooting me a pained expression. “I can’t be what I need to be for Zella and always be worrying about you, Penny. I can’t. After what happened, I will always wonder what else you aren’t telling me. I get it. You’re closed off. I always thought I’d be the one you let in. Now, I realize, I’m not that guy.”

“You are,” I argue, my bottom lip wobbling.

“I’m not.” He lets out a ragged sigh. “Take care of yourself. I’ll see you at practice.”

He stalks down the hallway and disappears into the elevator. My legs give out, sending me crashing to the floor as a sob overcomes me. Tears stream down my cheeks as pain pokes deadly holes in my heart.

We’re not over.

How could he even suggest such a thing?

I get him and he gets me.

You don’t just throw that away.

Guilt consumes me. I knew it was a bad idea keeping it from him. I just always thought if he found out, he’d be mad and get over it. I never expected him to put an end to us. I cry so hard the floor blurs in front of me. Strong arms scoop me up like I’m a child. Dad’s not here, but the next best thing is. I cling to Jace, sobbing against his tattooed neck.

“I got you, kiddo,” he assures me.

“What am I gonna do, pet? He broke my heart.”

“You’re going to cry it out. And then, Penny, you’re going to get right back up. You’re going to keep moving. You’re an English. You people are not weak.”

I cry silently, wondering how I get over this. The sound of Jace’s breathing seems like it’s louder today. The air conditioner cuts on and makes the blinds rattle. I can hear the annoying kid upstairs bouncing around. The water in the bathroom sink drips in a loud, maddening way.

“What do you need?” Jace asks.

“I need my AirPods.”

He hands me my phone and AirPods. I flick on the white nose channel and crank it up. The soothing sound silences it all.

Nothing can silence the wails of pain that echo inside my mind.

Jace lingers, offering a comforting presence, but eventually he leaves me to my despair.

We broke up. Terrence and I broke up.

It’s going to take a long time to get over this.
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Terrence

April

 

Don’t think about it.

Man, don’t think about it.

I can’t help it, though. Every time I look at Zella, my heart breaks. She doesn’t understand. I told her in the best way I knew how, but she shrugged and went along her merry way.

Garrett says she doesn’t have the capacity to process that information. In time, she’ll begin to understand, and then I’ll need to make sure she has the counseling and support she needs. Until then, I am to just keep being her dad.

Fuck.

None of this was ever supposed to happen.

I was supposed to find Lacey and we were going to co-parent like nobody has ever seen. We were going to be successful at it. A team who loved their daughter and would do anything for her.

We never got the chance.

It’s been a couple of months since I broke it off with Penny, but I ache to talk to her right now. Some nights, it’s everything I can do to not find her contact in my phone and reach out.

I miss her.

I need her.

I want her.

But, now, more than ever, I’m furious at her. She put her life in danger. Penny could have ended up like Lacey.

I still remember Fitzgerald’s face a month ago as he explained to me they discovered the bodies of both Lacey and Vicki. Forensics showed that Vicki died from a broken neck. Lacey’s was more traumatic. A blunt object struck her in the head and she died from swelling of the brain. Jack’s DNA was all over them. He killed them, buried them under a couple of rose bushes in their backyard, and then brought Zella back to Hood River, clearly trying to outrun his past.

And Penny was there with him the whole time.

Taking his shit. Alone.

He tried to rape and kill her, for fuck’s sake.

Anger simmers in my gut. As pissed as I am at her, I crave to pull her in my arms and remind myself she lived. She’s safe.

“You want to hold her?” Hollis asks, sitting down beside me with their new baby girl. “I thought I’d give Roan a break from pushing the swings.”

I chuckle as I dart my gaze to Roan. He’s been taking turns pushing Sebban and Zella, who keep squealing to go faster. “Yeah, I’ll hold her.”

Hollis passes me Hope and then hands me her bottle. I stare down at the little girl they adopted about a month ago. She doesn’t look like that fucker Wes Ewing, which is a good thing. In fact, the girl has the same coloring as Hollis—blond hair, fair skin, and intense blue eyes.

“You’re a cute little thing, aren’t you?” I coo, grinning down at the baby as I offer her the bottle.

She pins me with a curious stare as she devours her bottle. Roan plops down beside me on the outdoor love seat, leaning down to kiss Hope.

“I can’t believe this life is mine,” he says, his voice soft and unlike anything I’ve ever heard from him.

I follow his stare to where Hollis now pushes the kids. Their new backyard is huge, butting up to a thicket of woods. The house itself is older, but it’s big. Much bigger than the garage apartment they had before. It’s a fixer-upper, but I’m learning Roan is actually quite handy.

“Dad and I are going to tackle the kitchen next weekend. Pray for me,” he jokes, a smile tugging at his lips.

I can’t help but chuckle. Jace was proud as fuck to be asked by Roan to help fix up the house they bought. He’s been on his best behavior too. Where Roux let him back into her heart, he’s had to work extra hard for Roan. Roan is still frosty toward Jace at times, but he’s getting there. Plus, Jace is a good construction worker. He has good ideas and is patient when showing Roan how to do stuff. It’s the perfect project to bring them back together. The house needs lots of work, so they’ll get to spend plenty of time together.

“How are you doing, man?” Roan asks, his brows furling.

“Great. I got my little girl. I can’t ask for more.”

Roan sighs. “How are you handling Lacey’s death?”

“I’m pissed,” I reveal. “I hate Jack and wish the authorities would find him. I’m angry at Lacey for not telling me what a monster he was when we slept together all those years ago. I feel like I could have helped her if she’d told me.” I shrug. “Mostly, I feel helpless. My little girl doesn’t understand her mother is dead. She isn’t processing it like she should. I’m worried it’ll come out later.”

“I hear you,” he mutters. “You’re doing great, though. Just think, a year ago, you were still trying to fuck one of your professors before you graduated from college. No kid. No accident. No psycho Jack. You were living your best asshole life.”

We both laugh.

“But now look at you.” He grins at me. “A damn good dad. You survived a fucking coma. And you’re adulting like a motherfucker. Growing up looks good on you.”

“How’s Penny?” I ask, unable to stop myself from blurting out the words. “I mean, I see her at practice and games. I just didn’t know how she was doing.”

Roan studies me for a long while. “She’s fine.”

“Fine?”

“Penny’s just being Penny.” He frowns. “Maybe more strange than usual. Snappy. Distant. Jumpy. Sad.”

Guilt stabs me in the chest. Every time I think of the way she broke down crying when I ended things with us, it guts me. It took everything in me not to pull her to my chest and soothe her. Some nights, I replay that day in my head, hating how I made her cry.

But I was upset.

Furious even.

She lied and could have ended up right where Lacey did.

Still, I miss her.

“We tried to invite her over tonight, but she said no.”

I lift a brow at him. “Because I was coming over?”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” he says with a smirk. “No, it’s her birthday.”

“She had better plans?”

“No.” He sighs. “She has no plans.”

My stomach twists painfully. “Why not?”

“She doesn’t want to celebrate. I mean, she was forced to over the weekend. Kelsey got her favorite cupcakes and cooked dinner. We gave her gifts and sang ‘Happy Birthday,’ but that was the extent of it. Today’s her actual birthday, but she won’t even let Tierra take her out.”

“Why not?”

“She said birthdays are for losers. I don’t know. More Penny avoidance tactics. Garrett’s worried about her. He and Charlotte tried to convince her to see a therapist after what happened with Jack, but she refuses.”

Hope starts to cry, so I pass her off to her daddy. Zella and Sebban run over to us, babbling about how they saw a frog.

“Can we catch frogs on my birthday?” Zella asks, peering at me with her wide brown eyes.

“Frogs!” Sebban yells like the rowdy little shit he is.

Hope flinches at his outburst, but Roan soothes her with a pat to her bottom.

“If that’s what you want to do,” I say, “but it doesn’t sound like much fun.”

“Penny likes frogs,” Zella tells me, not noticing my flinch at her name. “Can she come to my frog party?”

She’s asked multiple times to see Penny, but I always change the subject. It hurts denying us both. Some days, I barely feel like I have the strength to deny us any longer.

“I guess,” I mutter. “She might be busy, though.”

Zella jumps up and down. “Can we call her, Daddy? I want her to come.”

Hollis and Roan exchange an amused look. I roll my eyes at them. They know how it is. It’s hard to deny your kid something when they want it.

“Yeah, Mello Zello. We can call her.”

“Right now?” Her grin undoes me.

“Sure.” I sigh, flashing Hollis a “help me” stare.

“Why don’t you two go inside where it’s quiet?” Hollis offers, only encouraging this phone call I’m dreading.

“You’re a real dick, rat,” I mumble.

“Dick rat!” Sebban agrees, making Zella giggle.

“On that note, we’re going inside,” I say, quickly ushering Zella inside before Hollis bitches at me for my language. Not my fault his kid is a parrot.

Once inside, I sit in the recliner and pull Zella into my lap. I fire off a warning text so Penny won’t be caught off guard.

Me: Warning…Zella and I are about to FaceTime you per her royal highness’s request.

Penny: Can’t ignore the request of a princess. I’ll be awaiting the call.

Her response warms me. I dial her number on FaceTime and turn the screen so Zella and I are both in it. Penny answers on the first ring.

As soon as her face fills the screen, my heart squeezes. Fuck. I miss her. Each time at practice or at games, I try my hardest not to pine over her. Because people are watching and we’re in basketball mode, I can usually manage.

Not today.

Today it’s just us and Penny.

Penny’s blond hair is in a high ponytail and her pretty features seem sadder than usual. Blue eyes that once seemed hard are soft, maybe even a little teary. Goddamn. I want to pull her through the phone right into my lap.

“Hi, Penny.” Zella waves at her. “Will you come to my birthday?”

Penny grins. “I wouldn’t miss it.”

“We’re going to catch frogs,” Zella tells her, giggling.

“Looks like you already caught one,” Penny teases, pointing at me. “Or is that roadkill?”

A chuckle rumbles past my lips. “Funny, mean-ass. Real funny.”

“I missed giving you crap, Smash.” Her smile falls in an instant, taking my heart with it.

Tierra, the little traitor, appears in the screen beside Penny. “Do you want to come to Penny’s birthday, lil’ Z?”

Penny shoots Tierra a pained look, but my meddling cousin ignores her.

“Yes!” Zella shrieks. “Can I, Penny?”

“She’s not doing anything but sitting here feeling sorry for herself,” Tierra tattles, pinning her pissy stare on me. “I bet she would have way more fun with a couple of visitors.”

“You don’t have to,” Penny mumbles, darting her eyes my way.

“I don’t know, Mello Zello. You’re already having a playdate with Sebban. Maybe we’ll see her another day or at your party.”

Zella deflates and Tierra gives me the stink eye. Penny forces a brave smile on her face and nods.

“I can’t wait to see you on your birthday,” Penny says, her voice cracking just slightly. “See you soon.”

We all say our goodbyes and then the screen goes black. I lean my head back and stare up at the popcorn ceiling that Roan already told me he wants to tackle after the kitchen.

I miss Penny.

Fuck, I miss her.

She’s just this gaping void in the center of my chest. I thought I’d fill it up with Zella, devoting all my love and attention her way. Turns out, there’s still room for Penny. Zella misses her just as much as I do.

“Hey, Zella?”

“What, Daddy?”

“You want to go on an adventure?”

“Yes!”

I may have a hole the size of Texas in my heart, but Zella’s happiness sure echoes beautifully inside it.

“Say goodbye to Sebban, baby. Our adventure awaits.”
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Penny

 

Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

I try not to focus on the way Tierra taps her nails on the countertop as she grins at Dad. But I can’t help it. She does it with just enough force that it echoes loudly inside my skull.

Again.

Again.

She won’t stop.

“Tell me,” Tierra says, taunting Dad for the millionth time.

“No.” He folds his arms over his chest and shakes his head, earning a laugh from Jace, who sits at the kitchen table. “It’s none of your business.”

“How am I supposed to help if you don’t tell me?” she sasses, her black eyebrow arched high on her forehead.

“No one asked for your help,” he bites out, irritation in his tone.

“But you still need it.” She scoffs, finally stepping away from the counter where she’s been incessantly tapping. “Face it. You strike out a lot.”

“I don’t strike out,” Dad grinds out.

“Gary’s more of a home run kind of guy,” Jace offers. “He doesn’t mean to hit a grand slam every time and have these bitches planning their wedding by the end of dinner. It’s not his fault he’s a total package that every single female in this goddamn town wants.”

“Aww,” I tease. “You sound bitter, pet. Jealous?”

“Not jealous,” Jace clarifies. “In awe. He gets marriage proposals and I can’t get a chick to commit to dinner. I mean, I like getting my dick sucked as much as the next guy, but give a man a break. At least let him buy you dinner first.”

I roll my eyes and pretend to gag myself with my finger. “Maybe you should move on to guys. Haven’t you tried dating everyone in Hood River?” I snort. “Remember that time you accidentally got yourself matched up with Aunt Karen?”

Dad chuckles. “That date lasted all of three seconds.”

“Fuck you all,” Jace grumbles, making sure we all get to see his middle finger. “Maybe a guy will appreciate me for my fine conversational abilities.”

“Nah, but he might switch it up and want his dick sucked,” I throw back.

“Enough dick talk,” Dad groans.

“I’m eighteen, Dad,” I say, grinning wickedly at him. “I can talk about all the dick. I’m an adult now.”

“If you start dating guys, Jace,” Tierra chimes in, “don’t tell Loden. He’ll totally stalk you.”

Jace rolls his eyes, grumbling. “If I ever did date guys, it sure as hell wouldn’t be him.”

“Maybe he needs a daddy,” I taunt, unable to hold back a laugh.

“Ground your kid,” Jace says to Garrett.

“You can ground me,” Tierra says to Dad, batting her lashes.

“Stop flirting with my dad.” I poke her in the stomach. “He’s old.”

“So? David Beckham is old. Still hot. I’d do Beckham any day of the week.”

“Unbelievable,” Dad grumbles. “Go home, Tierra.”

“You’d miss me,” she sasses, stepping on her toes to plant a kiss on Dad’s cheek.

He chuckles. “Keep telling yourself that, princess.”

“That’s queen to you, sir.” She smirks.

The doorbell rings. I nearly leap at the chance to leave this conversation. Tierra always flirts with Dad. I’d say she was just messing with him, but I know her track record with older men. Luckily, I don’t think she’s Dad’s type. He likes frosty, bitchy women who have clout in this town. Dad wants a trophy. An armpiece. He doesn’t want a naughty girl with daddy issues.

I fling open the front door, expecting to see Charlotte or anyone else. Not Terrence and Zella. The last time he showed up on my doorstep, he broke up with me. Gone, though, is the hard look in his brown eyes.

He’s smiling.

Happiness looks good on Terrence.

“Oh, hey,” I choke out, shocked at their arrival.

Zella flies at me, hugging my legs. I’m surprised when Terrence steps forward, also enveloping me in a hug. The surprise at having them here at my home has me stunned silent. I try not to behave like a creep and inhale Terrence’s soapy scent.

God, I’ve missed him.

Too soon, he pulls away. The grin on his face remains.

“Daddy and I are going on an adventure,” Zella says to me, looking up with a huge grin. “Can you come too?”

“An adventure, huh?” I ask, unable to keep from fluttering my fingers along her kinky curls. “What kind of adventure?”

“A birthday adventure!”

Tierra hobbles over to us. Her ankle is still messed up, but she keeps a cheery disposition. “An adventure? You didn’t invite me?”

Zella giggles. “You can come too, Tee!”

“Maybe I can come on the next adventure,” Tierra says. “My ankle is giving me trouble. I’ll just hold you guys back. Dr. English will take care of me.”

I shoot her an exasperated look. She shrugs and laughs.

“Be good,” I grumble.

“I’m always good.”

We both know that’s a lie.
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As soon as Zella falls asleep in the back seat, the air seems to crackle with unspoken words. All evening, Zella chattered in animation, distracting Terrence and me from the big elephant between us. She dragged us through all the miniature golf holes, talked our ears off through dinner at Hood River Hoodlums, and then had lots to say while we got ice cream. After a busy birthday adventure, she finally crashed.

“The loft is that way,” I say, shooting a questioning look Terrence’s way.

“Yeah, I know. I thought I’d show you our place.”

Charlotte mentioned they’d moved out a few weeks ago. I’m proud of Terrence making a life for him and Zella. They deserve to be happy.

It doesn’t take long for him to pull up to the old Campfire Chaos cabin. I frown in confusion.

“You live with David and Kate?”

Terrence laughs, deep and masculine. It sends a thrill of desire through me.

“No,” he says, shaking his head. “They sold this place to me. Now that their property has been cleared from the fire, they’re going to rebuild. David bought a trailer for them to stay in while they rebuild their home.”

Charlotte had failed to mention that. I mean, I get it. Terrence is a touchy subject for me. She doesn’t like to see me hurting.

“You did well, Smash,” I tell him, reaching over to take his hand. “This place is great.”

He nods, giving my hand a quick squeeze before he climbs out of the Trailblazer. I also get out of the vehicle, waiting for him to pull a sleeping Zella into his arms.

“I forgot how peaceful it is out here,” I murmur as I follow him up to the cabin porch.

“It’s quiet when it’s not overrun with a million idiots.” He chuckles. “Zella is going to be sad she fell asleep. Whenever she shows you her room, pretend like it’s the first you’ve seen of it.”

“I promise,” I say with a grin as he guides us inside.

Immediately, my heart warms. The cabin has Charlotte’s decorating sense written all over it. I’m thankful my sister has a good heart and helped make this place a home for them. It doesn’t look like a bachelor pad. It’s a real family home. I know it’s her style, but I don’t say anything in case Terrence doesn’t want to tell me. At this point, I’m drinking in the time I’m getting with him. The past couple of months have been empty and achingly sad. This is the best day I’ve had in forever.

“Wow,” I whisper when we walk into her bedroom. “It’s beautiful.”

The entire bedroom has been painted like something out of a fairy tale. There’s a black king on a black horse and a white queen with blond hair on a brown horse. Between them, on a pony is a pretty brown-skinned princess. There’s a green dragon on one wall and a knight on an orange horse is fighting him. I tear up, staring for far too long at the knight.

Terrence removes Zella’s shoes and tucks her into her bed. His gaze follows mine, his shoulders tensing for a moment. I bite on my lip, quickly escaping her room so I don’t do something stupid like cry.

The door clicks shut and Terrence walks past me.

“Have a seat,” he says, motioning for the sofa. “I’ll get us something to drink.”

I sit down on one end of the couch. He reappears with two cans of soda, handing me one before sitting next to me.

“Did you draw that stuff?” I ask, nodding toward Zella’s room.

“Nah, Jordy did. He’s the artist around here.”

I smile, imagining Jordy taking Princess Zella’s fairytale scene order and transforming it to something on her wall she’d approve of.

“This place is nice,” I tell him. “I like what you’ve done with it.”

He holds up a hand in defense, shaking his head but still grinning. “That’s Charlotte. She and Roux took control. I had no idea how to make this place a home.”

“She’s great like that,” I agree.

The room falls silent. But, because it’s Terrence, we sit in comfortable silence. Both of us have always been fond of the quiet.

“Penny,” he murmurs. “Thanks for tonight.”

I set my soda down and shrug. “I should be thanking you guys. My birthday was crappy until you two showed up. I had fun.”

“Zella is serious about her adventures.” He smiles. “That girl has a lot of energy. Wears me out sometimes.”

“Spoken like a true daddy.”

“Baby Hope is getting big,” he says. “Kinda looks like Hollis.”

“She’s way cuter,” I argue. “But, yeah, I guess she kind of does.”

Hope has been a lovely surprise to our family. I cuddled that baby this weekend, happy to stare at her adorable little face rather than see the pity-filled eyes my family looks at me with ever since the breakup.

“Penny,” Terrence starts and then frowns.

“What?”

“I’m sorry. I fucked up. With us. I was so goddamned furious with you, but that’s because I couldn’t bear to lose you. I lost you anyway—”

I cover his mouth with my hand, my eyes watering. “Stop talking.”

Pain morphs into affection and I feel his smile against my hand. I pull it away, my eyes locked on his. He leans forward and presses the softest kiss against my lips.

“Happy birthday, mean-ass.”

“Thanks, Smash.”
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Terrence

 

I can’t stop staring at her.

Penny is always beautiful, but there’s something about her today that seems different. There’s a soft vulnerability in her gaze I crave to hold onto and protect. She doesn’t let her walls come down often, but right now, I have direct access to this girl.

“Did you pass your certification?” She tucks an errant strand of blond hair that’s come loose from her ponytail behind her ear.

A grin tugs at my lips. “With flying colors. I start next week. It’ll be hella weird since we’re at the end of the school year and the students have been dealing with subs all year, but I’m ready. Karen has been great in prepping me.”

“A teacher and a coach. You’re going for gold, Smash.” Her head tilts down and the same hair comes loose. This time, I’m the one who tucks it back behind her ear for her.

Blue eyes lift to mine, searing into me with intensity. I know that even though some time has passed, the smoldering heat that always ignites between us hasn’t died down.

“Any news on Jack?” She bites on her bottom lip, her body slightly trembling.

Anger shoots through me. Not at her. Sure, I was pissed at her for what she did, but my anger was always for the motherfucker who hurt her. He’s still out there, which worries the fuck out of me.

“I’m sure you heard. Lacey is dead,” I murmur, keeping my voice low.

Her eyes water as she reaches for my hand. “I’m so sorry.”

“Zella doesn’t understand. When I told her, she nodded and then asked if we could go to the river. I don’t know what to do about that.”

“Maybe she already knew,” Penny says, her voice soft. “She was living under the same roof as them. Maybe she saw…” Horror washes over her features. “Can you get her to see a therapist?”

“I’m going to, yes. Your dad and the social worker both think I need to. After the abuse she clearly received yet won’t talk about, I think it’s necessary.”

“One day, I will take every asshole like him down,” she growls, her blue eyes hardening.

“You will, huh?”

Her lips quirk up on one side. “I’m going to become a cop. As soon as they let me into the academy, I’m going to dominate and then clean up this town.”

A chuckle escapes me because it’s such a Penny thing to want to do. “You might have to arrest your convict buddy Jace.”

“Perk of the job.” She shrugs, grinning. Her smile falls and she grows serious. “I want justice for people like Lacey and Charlotte.” She swallows. “And me.”

Lacey never got her justice. Her stepfather slipped out of our hands and disappeared. The rat bastard is probably holed up in some city, trying to blend in like he’s not a murderer. It bothers the fuck out of me that I’ll always have to worry about Zella’s safety because of him.

“Charlotte got hers,” I remind her.

The trial went quickly. There was enough evidence of what happened to put both Cunninghams away for life. In my opinion, they both deserved death, but they didn’t ask me. Ryan is now a blind man, only nineteen, and will serve out every second of his miserable existence behind bars. His father, being an ex-cop, will no doubt meet an early death in the pen.

“She did,” Penny agrees. “I wish Cal would have finished him off, though.”

I didn’t go to the trial, but Cal was a bear those few weeks, worried over his woman. Poor Charlotte was a mess by the time she had to give her testimony. But after, it was like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders. She had more pep in her step and smiled more often. When they both were found guilty of multiple counts that carried heavy sentences, Charlotte came back to us. I always thought she was cute and sassy, long before she ever dated Ryan. Finally, she’s not so shadowed by the horrors that Ryan and his father did to her.

“Have those guys bothered you any?” I ask, changing the subject.

Her expression turns to stone. I watch with a mix of fascination and annoyance as Penny erects her famous wall. “What guys?”

I nearly roll my eyes, because she knows exactly what guys I’m referring to. “Eli. Grayson. Paxton. The other dipshit who was at that party.”

“Aaron.”

“Yeah, him.”

“Eli transferred schools,” she says, unable to meet my stare.

“Why?”

“I…heard…he was suicidal.”

I heard the same thing. Everyone was whispering about it at basketball practice. How his parents were trying to keep it hush-hush, but they were trying to get him help.

“Hmm.” I study her for a moment. “Did Cal help?”

She gapes at me. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Jace?”

Her eyes flash, giving me my answer. Leaning forward, I grip her jaw in my hand, pulling her closer to me. My lips press to hers for a soft kiss.

“Your eyes don’t lie, Penny.” I implore her with my eyes to tell me what happened. If we’re going to move forward and be something, I need the truth from her.

She surprises me by climbing into my lap and straddling me. Her touch is delicate as she skates her fingers over my scars. “Just practicing for when I’m a cop one day. All we did was give him a taste of his own medicine.” She kisses my lips before pulling away. “Jace punched him in the face. While he was knocked out, I wrote terrible things about him. Then, I took pictures, sending them to everyone in his contact list. I made it seem like he felt guilty for what he did and considered taking his life.” She frowns. “Please don’t be mad.”

I grip her ass, squeezing it hard, to draw her close to me. “All I ever ask is for the truth, Penny. That wall you put up can be for everyone else, but not me. You want us to be together? Then I need this from you. Your truths don’t hurt. It’s the lies that do. That fucker deserved what he got and bringing Jace as backup was smart.” I grin at her. “I told you that you were a Hoodlum. Charlotte’s gonna have to make you your very own shirt and—”

“Stop talking,” she says before her lips cover mine.

The kiss starts out sweet and a bit playful, but the more I taste her sweetness that I’ve craved for the past couple of months, the more ravenous I am for her. My tongue dominates hers, tasting every part of her and devouring each of her soft moans. I’m seconds from ripping off her shirt when she pulls away.

“Terrence, listen to me,” she says, her words firm and unyielding. “I told you I’m not good at relationships. Or people for that matter. I’ll mess up sometimes. It’s my personality. But don’t think for one second it’s ever because I want to hurt you. That will never be a reason.”

“Baby—”

“I’m not done,” she whispers. “We had a fight. It happens. I messed up and I’m sorry, but please don’t do that to me ever again. I can’t take it.”

I hate that the few times I’ve seen her cry have been related to me. Gently, I swipe away the tear from her cheek.

“We make the choice to be together, Penny, and I’m all in. I’m not the man I was before that car accident. Every second in this life matters.” I kiss her wet cheek. “There’s no time for grudges or anger. My life has had a big chunk missing since we broke up. I’m sorry it took me so long to wrap my head around what you did, but I did. And now you’re here. We’re together. I’ll do better next time.”

“I will too,” she assures me. “Promise me you won’t give up on me, because I sure as hell will never give up on you.”

“I promise,” I say and mean it. Now that she’s in my arms again, everything feels right. Better than right. It feels perfect. “Goddam, I missed you, woman.”

Our mouths fuse together once more. This kiss is frantic, mixed with emotion, apologies, and heat. Tonight I’ll make her mine. It’s been a long time coming.

“Spend the night in my bed with me.” It’s less of a question and more of a plea.

Her lips curl into a sweet smile that’s so rare, all I can do is admire it with awe. “I plan to. And any other nights you’ll have me.”

“What if I want all of them?”

“They’re yours.”

“Penny…” My voice is hoarse as I run my palms up the outside of her arms to her neck and then to cradle her head. “The reason I was so pissed and hurt…” I draw her to me, resting her forehead to mine. “It’s because I love you. I fell for you the second you drew me into that bathroom and forced me to face what the accident had done to me. You made me laugh, baby. You dragged me out of my own personal hell. I felt attached to you then in ways I couldn’t understand, but now I do. It’s because I knew you were mine. I loved you and didn’t even understand what that meant.”

“You’re the most beautiful man I know, Smash. I needed you to see that.”

I kiss her soft lips. “You’re the sweetest girl I know, mean-ass.”

She lets out a surprised breath when I stand with her in my arms. Affection for this girl blossoms in my chest when she wraps her arms around my neck and holds on, nuzzling her face against mine. I quickly make sure the cabin is locked and set the alarm I recently had installed before hitting all the lights. Once inside my bedroom, I shut the door and set Penny to her feet in front of my bed.

I pull off my shirt, flinging it to the floor. Her blue eyes run an appreciative trail over my chest and abdominal muscles. I’ve been putting more time at the gym lately, thankful the place has a kid play center that Zella loves and has made friends at. Between my physical therapy and my workouts, I’m almost at my peak physical condition. I still have my headaches on occasion, though less in frequency, and I now require glasses, but my limp is nearly nonexistent.

“Like what you see?” I tease, flexing for her.

She huffs and dramatically rolls her eyes. “I’ve seen better.”

“Liar.”

A smirk teases her features. “Question is, have you seen better?” She pulls off her own shirt, showing off a simple black bra. There’s nothing simple about the way her tits are pushed up, begging to be tasted and adored.

“Fuck no. You’re undeniably the best thing I have ever seen. I think I’m just partial, though, because you’re mine.”

“Yours?” Her eyebrow quirks up, but I can tell by the softening of her features she likes the idea.

“Mine. Now take your bra off, Hoodlum, and show me my nipples that missed me.”

“Gross.”

I laugh. “Your nipples are not gross.”

“Your alpha maleness is.”

Stepping forward, I reach behind her to unfasten her bra. Her breath hitches. I tug it away and then rub my thumb over her nipple that’s hard as a small pebble. “Try telling your pretty titties that. Your nipples say otherwise.”

She gasps when I drop to a knee, making myself level with her breast. I suck one into my mouth, loving the way she moans when my tongue teases over the sensitive bud. After a quick nip that makes her whimper, I kiss my way over to her other tit, lavishing it with ravenous attention as well.

I kiss my way down her stomach and then begin unfastening her jeans. Once I have them undone, I drag them and her panties down her thighs, revealing her perfect cunt to me. Her blond hairs have been trimmed back, showing off her sexy pussy lips. I can’t wait to watch them change in color as I kiss and suck them raw.

She holds on to my shoulders as I help her out of her shoes, socks, and the rest of her clothes. As soon as she’s naked, I give her ass a smack.

“On the bed, baby,” I order. “I want your ass hanging off the edge so I can eat you alive.”

My feisty girl trembles with nerves. All it takes is a sweet kiss to her stomach to have her relaxing and obeying my command. As soon as she’s on her back, I grab her knees, spreading her thighs apart. Her cunt is slick with arousal. I cannot wait to dip my tongue inside her, tasting her sweet essence.

I rise to my feet to unfasten my jeans. Her stare is hot and eager as I remove my clothes. With my eyes locked on hers, I stroke my dick.

“I’m going to fuck you hard tonight,” I warn. “Your pussy will be sore for days.”

She shudders with desire, her blue eyes igniting with heat. “If I can’t walk, you have to wait on me hand and foot.”

I laugh at her words. “You want me to wreck your pussy so I can treat you like a queen?”

“I’m not a queen,” she says, her voice fierce.

Gripping her thighs, I dip down and drag my tongue along her slit. “Nah, baby, you’re a Hoodlum like me.”
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Penny

 

He sucks my clit into his mouth and I see stars. So many stars. I can hardly believe this is real. Just today I was pining over him, missing him like hell. When he called, I was shocked. But when he brought me home and kissed me, I was relieved.

I missed him so much.

And though he was mad, he missed me too.

I hadn’t planned on telling him about what Jace and I did, but I knew when he asked about it, I couldn’t lie. Not again. Not ever again. I told him I wasn’t good at relationships and that I would mess up sometimes, but that wasn’t all true. With Terrence, I’m the best. He draws the real me out of my head and into his arms. I’m good at relationships when it comes to him. I can learn from my mistakes and do better. That means no more lies. I’d hurt him before and I won’t do that again.

Terrence pulls me from my thoughts as he devours me like a starved man and I’m the last meal on the planet. Not one part of my pelvic region goes untouched. His tongue is everywhere. On me. In me. Tasting places where no tongue belongs, but somehow feels good. I’m a whimpering mess, desperate to orgasm when he pushes a finger inside of me. I groan at the intrusion, trying to get used to the sensation. Just as it begins to glide more easily in and out of me, he slips another finger inside. This time, I gasp at the way his fingers seem to stretch me. They’re not in very deep. Just a shallow fingerfucking.

He sucks on my clit again, making me cry out. His fingers thrust in deeper and harder. It would be painful except he’s distracting me by teasing my clit, edging me closer to climax with each swipe of his urgent tongue. Another finger eases into me, stretching me to my limits. It burns and I want to beg for mercy, but the way he nips at my clit has me losing all sense of reality, confusing pain for pleasure. I spread my legs as far as they’ll go, wanting more of him. His fingers press deeper inside of me, making the burn so intense tears leak from my eyes. I don’t think I can take any more, but it now feels like my body has finally accepted him. He goes as deep as his hand will allow and it no longer feels like an intrusion.

Sounds echo into the room.

Wet slurping as he fingerfucks me.

Small mewls from me.

Heavy breathing from him.

These are sounds I love. I want to hear more of them. I’m lost to the feeling of it all, hovering on the edge of pleasure, when he curls his fingers up. Something inside of me explodes. I whimper, arching my back up off the bed, desperate for him to do it again. Because he’s so in tune with me, he finds that magical place again. His fingers massage me there as his tongue teases my clit. I come with a garbled cry, exploding with intense pleasure that pulsates through every nerve ending in me. His thrusting of his fingers slows to a stop and then he eases them out of me.

“Look how much you love me inside of you,” he rumbles, smearing his wet fingers along my thigh. “So much evidence. I should lick it all away until you beg me to do it again.”

Our eyes meet. His are burning with lust and love. I want him on me. Inside me. I need his kisses.

“I bet you’d be happy just riding my fingers from now until the end of time,” he taunts. “Is that what you want, beautiful? To fuck my fingers forever?”

“Stop talking,” I growl. “Make love to me.”

He grins at me. “So bossy.”

“You like it.”

Sliding an arm under me, he picks me up as he prowls up his bed. Once he deposits me in the middle, he covers my body with his. His lips seek mine, giving me a taste of myself. I kiss him back with vigor, wrapping my legs around his thighs. I want him inside me more than my next breath.

“It shouldn’t hurt as much as my fingers,” he murmurs against my lips. “You’re a virgin. I had to get you ready.”

“Sounds like you’re apologizing for giving me the best orgasm of my life.” I dig my heels into his ass. “Don’t. Just put your dick inside me and claim me.”

He grins against my lips and reaches between us to grab his dick. “That’s a command I will gladly heed.”

I whimper and writhe as he slides the crown of his cock along my slit, getting it nice and juicy from my arousal. The head barely presses into me when he freezes.

“Condom,” he grunts.

I arch my hips up, groaning when my body sucks more of his length into me. “I’m on the pill.”

“I’m clean,” he assures me. “I wouldn’t do this if I weren’t.”

“I know. You wouldn’t ever hurt me. That’s one of the reasons I love you, Terrence. You take care of me.”

My words are like a match dropped into a puddle of gasoline. He sinks deep inside me with a quick, powerful thrust of his hips. My nails dig into his shoulders as I bite back a loud moan. His lips fuse to mine, trapping me in a claiming kiss as he fucks me. Terrence’s cock is big, but I love the way he stretches me to my limit, filling me completely with him.

It’s insane to have him inside me.

I love it.

I want him there.

His palm caresses my cheek and then slides down to cup my breast. I love the reverent way he seems to adore me as he bucks into me. Terrence is a one in a million kind of guy. Fierce and caring and sexy. He loves with his whole heart and isn’t afraid to show it. For some crazy reason, he wanted me. Despite my frigid, standoffish ways, he wanted me and fought to have me.

“I want you coming all over my cock,” he murmurs against my mouth. “I’m not going to last because you’re so fucking perfect.”

I whimper as he strokes his fingertips over my still-sensitive clit. All it takes are a few expert rubs and I’m crying out again in pleasure. His hips move in an erratic way as my pussy clenches around him. A groan leaves his lips, tickling my own, as he floods me with his release.

Hot.

Explosive.

Claiming.

I’m filled with his heat and it melts a little ice off my soul. It makes me wonder if Terrence has the ability to heal me. To draw me out of my head completely so I can exist normally within the world. Something tells me he can. He’s come this far. I doubt he’ll stop anytime soon.

He slides out of me and rests his body beside mine. I wince when cum rushes out of my body, burning the sore parts of me. His fingers find the mess and he lazily runs them through it. I gasp when he pushes the tip of his finger back inside me.

“It needs to stay inside you,” he rumbles, pinning me with a hot, male stare that melts my insides.

“You’re so gross,” I say, unable to fight my grin.

“Lucky for me, you’re gross too.” He leans forward to kiss me. “Do you ever want to have kids, Penny?”

I think about sweet Zella, rowdy Sebban, precious Emilia, and our new little Hope.

“One day,” I murmur. “With you.”

“Good, because you’re mine now. You’re mine forever.”
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“We’re going to be late,” Terrence calls out.

I roll my eyes at Zella. “Boys. They don’t understand.”

She giggles and we take our time deciding on which Barbie she’ll take over to Cal and Charlotte’s to play with. Once she finally decides on one, we stuff it in her backpack and zip it up. Terrence is waiting on the porch for us.

“About damn time,” he playfully grumbles before scooping Zella up and putting her on his shoulders. He leans in and gives me a kiss.

I glance up at Zella to see if she’s bothered by the kiss, but she’s smiling, eager to get to Cal’s. This morning when she came into the bedroom asking for pancakes, I was worried she’d freak out that I spent the night with her dad. Instead, she giggled with excitement, happy I was still there.

Terrence sent her off to start pulling out the ingredients for pancakes while we scrambled to get dressed. We’ll definitely have to remember to get dressed before morning next time.

Next time.

There will always be a next time.

Memories of last night play back in my head. I’m sore because he made love to me twice more in the middle of the night. Neither of us could sleep, both of us too eager to be back in each other’s arms.

The walk to Cal’s is short. Roux and Jordy are there already, Emilia sleeping in her daddy’s arms. My heart melts at seeing them. Charlotte is flitting around in the kitchen, batting off a handsy Cal, as she works to make lunch for everyone. Zella finds the box of art supplies with her name on it and takes them to Terrence’s old room to color. Terrence sits in the recliner, pulling me into his lap.

“I guess you two made up,” Jordy says, pressing a kiss to the dark head of his daughter.

“He finally stopped being a brat,” I clarify.

Terrence playfully nips at my ear. “Is that how it went down?”

“Yep.” I snuggle against him, happy for the kiss he gives me.

“Aren’t you two fucking adorable?” Cal says, tugging my ponytail as he passes.

I flip him off. “Go away.”

“My house. You can’t make me leave.” He laughs as he plops down next to Jordy. “Does Hollis know you’re back to fucking his sister?”

This time Terrence shoots him the bird.

I hear the oven open and then close before Charlotte makes her way into the living room. She steals Emilia from Jordy and cuddles her to her chest. It warms my heart watching Charlotte with Emilia. I know she took it hard when she lost her baby, but based on the way Cal looks at her, all she has to do is ask and he’ll give her exactly what she wants.

“I got a phone call this morning,” Charlotte reveals, her eyes locking with Roux.

Roux frowns. “Good or bad?”

“It was from Samantha. It was about Kayden.”

Jordy tenses, his hand curling into a fist. Roux covers it with her own, leaning in to kiss his cheek.

“He, uh,” Charlotte hedges, biting on her bottom lip. She glances at Cal, who nods.

“He killed Ryan,” Cal blurts out like he’s telling us what the weather forecast is.

“What?” Roux asks in shock. “He did?”

“Yeah,” Charlotte murmurs. “I guess he heard what happened. I don’t know. Anyway, they always had beef. They were both in the infirmary together. He, uh, strangled him to death. They said it happened too quickly to stop.”

Relief floods through me. Cal’s green eyes flicker with violent delight. Ryan deserved to die. But Charlotte, being the nice person she is, seems to be taking it hard.

“Hmph,” Jordy says. “I guess baby Ramirez had one ounce of good left in him.”

“That’s crazy,” Roux murmurs. “Are you okay?”

Charlotte nods, kissing Emilia on the forehead. “It bothers me, yeah, but I also feel…” Her eyes tear up. “Relieved.”

Cal hugs her tight. “And you shouldn’t feel guilty about it either, Charlie girl. Not after what he did to you.”

“I know,” she croaks out. “It’s surreal. Like a horrible chapter in my life has been closed.”

“Too bad Kayden didn’t off himself too while he was at it,” I grumble. “Just because he does the world a favor where a Cunningham is concerned, doesn’t mean I think he’s a hero.” I shake my head. “This is why I want to become a cop.”

Jordy barks out a laugh that makes Emilia jump.

“A cop? You’re awfully violent to want to be a cop,” Cal teases, kicking out one of his long legs to nudge my foot. “I’m honestly scared for when you hit the streets with a badge.”

“You should be, Hutton. I’m going to arrest your ass for being a menace to society.” I smile sweetly at him.

“Maybe I’ll become a cop too,” Cal jokes. “I have a thirst for vengeance.”

“One fucked up idea at a time,” Terrence mutters. “I’m still traumatized over the fact you want to be a principal.”

“I think Cal just has a hard-on for authority,” Jordy says, chuckling.

“Oh God,” Charlotte groans.

“I have a hard-on for something,” Cal predictably says, nipping at Charlotte’s neck.

“On that note,” Charlotte says, handing Emilia back to Jordy. “Roux, want to help me in the kitchen?”

“Happily,” Roux replies, unable to keep her giggle at bay.

As soon as they start clattering around in the kitchen, Cal leans forward. “It’s done.”

Terrence stiffens. “What’s done?”

“School project,” Cal lies. “Penny not tell you about it?”

“Not yet.” Terrence hugs me to him. “But she will. Right, baby?”

No more lies.

“When we get home, I’ll tell you all about it. I promise.” I turn to peck his lips. “It really is a project I’ve been working on at school with a math teacher.”

Cal holds his fist out for me to bump it. “Damn straight. I can’t wait to see how it turns out.”

“Great,” Terrence grumbles. “I’m not sure I want to know now. With you two, there’s no telling what it is.”

“Too late,” I sass. “You wanted all my secrets and now you’re going to get them. Warning, they’re not all pretty.”

He nuzzles my neck with his face. “I don’t care if they’re pretty. I want them all. I want you.”

My heart flutters at his words.

The truth is much more rewarding than secrets and lies.

“Let’s just say,” Cal says with a wicked grin, “Penny is going to make one helluva badass cop one day.”

Terrence chuckles. “That, I don’t doubt for a second.”
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Terrence

 

The classroom is quiet as everyone works on their exam. It’s strange to be on this side of the classroom. When I was in school, I wasn’t a fan, but now that it’s my job, I enjoy it. Plus, it helps to have Cal here. We always wanted to work together and we got our wish. Working with your best friend definitely has its perks.

I skim the class, settling at the two girls in the back. Liv and Heidi keep shooting each other worried glances. For all the shit they’ve done this year, they should be worried. Karma has a way of smacking you upside the head when you least expect it.

My phone buzzes, drawing my attention to it.

Grandma: Terry, bring me that baby before I come steal her.

I bite back a chuckle. Grandma may have skipped out on being an actual grandmother and forced to be more like a mother to me, but with Zella, she’s loving the grandma role. Zella adores her and looks forward to spending the night. Grandma always made me do chores and shit, but when Zella comes over, they bake and play in the garden. I’d call Grandma out on the unfairness of it all, but they’re both happy, so I refrain.

Me: I need to shop for her birthday this weekend. I could bring her by so Penny and I could take care of that.

Grandma: Good. Maybe Penny can knock some sense into your cousin.

Me: What’s up with Tierra?

Grandma: She’s being secretive. I checked her phone, but there’s nothing, which means if she’s hiding something she already deleted it. If she’s talking to that man from Rockford again, there’ll be hell to pay.

Just the thought of Tierra carrying on a secret relationship with Tim has me boiling over with rage. That fucker took advantage of her. When shit hit the fan, instead of standing by her side and agreeing they were in love, he tried making it seem like it was one-sided. I know that fucked with Tierra’s head. If she’s talking to him, I’m going to be pissed. Cal and I might have to go find his ass. Give him a warning to stay away from her.

Me: We’ll talk to her.

Grandma: I know she’s in a lot of pain, Terry. If it’s not a man she’s worrying me over, maybe it’s that ankle of hers.

Me: I promise we’ll get to the bottom of it. I’ll encourage her to see Garrett if it’s bothering her. She trusts him and he’s a good doctor.

Grandma: Thanks. You’re a good boy. I love you.

Me: You’re just buttering me up so you can see Zella.

Grandma: Bring that baby to me or I’ll beat you.

Me: There’s the grandma I know and love. I’ll text you later.

I go through a mental list of everything I still need to get for Zella’s party. Everyone is coming over Saturday for a “river adventure.” Zella pretty much planned her party herself. She’s so sassy as she becomes more comfortable in her own skin. I fucking love that kid. Penny and I will need to swing by Sam’s Club to pick up the swing set I ordered. The guys are going to help me build it on Friday afternoon while Zella and Penny decorate the house. I want it to be a surprise for Zella when she wakes up on Saturday.

My planning gets interrupted when Karen and two officers enter the classroom. I knew this was coming, because Penny confessed this particular secret the day after we got back together, but it still took me by surprise. Both the girls at the back of the classroom stare in horror as the cops approach them. Karen shoots me a grim look and I nod at her.

“Keep it quiet,” I warn the other students who have begun to whisper. “Your test better be done by the time that bell rings.”

Karen winks at me, proud of my no-nonsense, take charge authority. The woman is a hardass herself, so she can appreciate a strict teacher.

Liv and Heidi both start the waterworks as the officers cuff them. They’re eighteen now and the shit they’ve been pulling won’t go without consequence. Liv sobs, shooting me her saddest stare, but I’m immune.

They deserve this.

Penny and Cal are little detectives. After what Penny did to Eli, she made it her mission to continue to take down everyone connected with her humiliation and sexual assault. Cal, a vigilante for justice himself because of what happened with Charlotte, was all too happy to help. Unbeknownst to me, while Penny and I were broken up, my best friend was helping Penny gather her evidence.

Though it was described as a sex crime ring, what those kids were doing was less sophisticated. Brutal and fucked up, but certainly not organized. The law sees it as black and white, though. Penny wasn’t the first girl to get caught up in their shit and certainly wasn’t their last. Grayson, Eli, Aaron, Paxton, Heidi, and Liv will all be arrested today. Between testimonies from other students, video evidence, and texts stealthily gathered by Penny and Cal, the police were given more proof than they could deny. The girls got sick satisfaction in helping the boys by drugging other girls they didn’t like. Grayson and Eli were the main orchestrators, their crimes dating back to the days when they were friends with Ryan and he’d do the same to Charlotte, but Paxton quickly became one of the ring leaders.

Hopefully, these kids will have to answer for their crimes. Only time will tell. It sure sets an example for the other students.

You fuck with the Hoodlums and the Hoodlums fuck you back.

Knowing Cal wants to run this school as principal one day and Penny wants to arrest every-fucking-body, I know my ass will sleep easier knowing the shitheads in Hood River will think twice before they commit crimes.

Karen and the policemen leave quietly, two horrible bitches in tow. The bell rings shortly after and everyone rushes to turn in their papers, already gossiping about what happened. I collect the tests and shove them into my laptop bag to grade later.

I’m tidying up my desk when three familiar faces enter the classroom. Cal has his arm slung over Charlotte’s shoulders, a smug grin on his face. He and Penny high-five before she rushes over to me. I pull her into my arms, boldly kissing her pretty lips.

“School project, huh?” I tease, nipping at her bottom lip.

“I aced it,” she brags.

Cal chuckles. “Those assholes deserve what they have coming to them.”

“I did get satisfaction when someone texted me a picture of Heidi in cuffs,” Charlotte admits. “She was such a bitch to me.”

“What’s everyone’s plans?” Cal asks. “I’m hungry.”

“I gotta run Zella over to Grandma’s so we can pick up the swing set.”

“We can go with you and take my truck,” Cal offers. “Rhetta misses me.”

“The only person my grandma misses is Zella. I swear she forgot we all exist,” I grumble as I pull my bag over my shoulder and take Penny’s hand. “But, yeah, let’s go get Zella from your mom.”

Luckily, for the rest of this school year, Kate offered to watch Zella between noon when she gets out of pre-K and the end of my school day since they live so close. She dotes on Zella like she does Cal. It’s cute as hell. Next year, Zella will be going to full day kindergarten. I know they’ll both miss that time together.

Cal and Charlotte leave the classroom, but I tug Penny to me before she can walk out the door.

“You okay, baby?” I ask, dropping a kiss to her lips.

“Better than okay. I’m happy they’re finally getting justice.”

“I love you, especially when you’re terrorizing the world in the name of good,” I tease. “I think I’ll have to reward you tonight for your service. With my tongue.”

“Stop talking, Smash, or I’ll demand that reward now.”

Our lips meet for a hot kiss that ends all too quickly. As much as I want to ravish my woman in my classroom like something filthy from a porno, I have a little girl’s birthday party to plan.
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“You want to put it there?” Jordy asks, gesturing to our old bonfire spot.

“Do you plan on entertaining delinquents ever again? Campfire Chaos is now Barbeques with Daddy Hutton,” I remind him, smacking his arm. “Stop complaining and help me move this shit.”

“I’m not complaining,” Jordy grunts. “Just saying it’s weird.”

I shrug. “Gotta make room for the new Hoodlums. These kids will be a lot better behaved, though, because instead of getting blowjobs from Hoodlum groupies, they’ll swing and shit.”

“Emilia is never allowed to go to a party. Ever.” Jordy grimaces. “I will follow that girl to school and back if I have to.”

Cal laughs from nearby. “Does Little Hoodlum know you’re a psycho stalker?”

“Does Charlotte know you’re a dumbass?” Jordy throws back.

“Charlotte knows all about my thumb in her ass,” Cal replies.

Jordy shoots me a horrified look.

“He’s kidding,” I mutter, though I know he’s not. I was his roommate for a while. I know exactly what kind of shit he and Charlotte get up to. Poor Jordy looks like his brain can’t compute such a thing. He probably worships Roux and handles her like glass.

I’m glad my girl is made of fire and ice.

Hot and cold.

Strong and unbreakable.

“It’d be easier if Roan and Hollis would show up,” Cal complains. “I swear they get out of all the hard shit.” He tries to mimic Hollis, flailing his hands in the air and softening his voice. “Oh, sorry guys, but we have a baby now. She keeps us busy.”

Jordy shakes his head, laughing. “You’re a dick, Cal.”

“A dick who has to do the heavy lifting because Roan and the rat are avoiding us,” he grumbles.

“Roux already said they’re on their way,” Jordy reminds him. “Your stupid as fuck self doesn’t know this yet, but it does take a minute to gather shit for your baby.”

Cal sulks after that. I know he wants to knock Charlotte up, but she’s an English. Like Hollis and Penny, she has goals. Nothing will stop her until she achieves them. Char wants to be a doctor. As much as Cal would love to have a kid right now, too, I know he’d much rather make his girl happy and let her follow her dreams.

“I’m sure Roan and Hollis will let you babysit the kids one day,” I taunt. “So they can dick each other down and try to make more babies.”

Jordy laughs. “Who’s gonna tell them it’s a physical impossibility?”

“Not me,” Cal utters. “Last time I gave them shit about it, Roan rubbed Hollis’s dick right in front of me and said I had to cut my shit or he’d make me watch.”

We all groan because no one wants to see Hollis and Roan swordfighting. I’m all about loving who you want, but I prefer seeing my girl’s pussy and don’t have any desire to see what it is they get to in the bedroom.

A purple Mustang comes into view, signaling the arrival of our boys. As soon as the car shuts off, Sebban is out of the car and all up in our business, playing with sticks and dirt. It takes Hollis and Roan longer to gather their baby and bags.

“Oh no,” Hollis deadpans. “Did we miss helping with all the hard work? I’m so sad.”

He’s lucky he’s holding Hope because Cal looks ready to deck him.

“Stop standing there looking pretty,” I gripe, a grin on my face. “Drop Hope off with the girls inside and then get your asses out here ready to work!”

“Work your asses!” Sebban yells, thrusting a stick in the air.

Hollis glowers at me, but Roan can barely contain his laugh.

My heart is full. Campfire Chaos has morphed over the years, changing from a boys’ sleepover hangout to party central to now a home where I can raise my daughter. It feels good to keep the memories alive. I can’t wait to make more.
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Penny

 

“Hey, baby,” Terrence says, wrapping his arms around me from behind and kissing my neck. “You hungry?”

Hungry for him, yes.

Hamburgers, meh.

“Starved.” I turn to meet his kiss. “Do you need anything from the store?”

“No, why? Did I forget something?” He frowns, pushing his glasses up his nose.

“Your daughter has decided she wants to make cupcakes too. She still very much wants her frog cake from the bakery, but she thinks she also needs pink cupcakes. I told her we could bake some.”

He lets out a relieved breath. “I’m good. Everyone should be over soon. Well, not Roan since he’s on call, but Hollis is bringing the kids. Are you going to take the girls with you?”

“We should be quick,” I assure him. “Roux needs to feed Emilia and Charlotte wants to get started on the macaroni. Zella and I’ll be gone twenty minutes tops. When I get back, I can put Charlotte on baking duty with Zella while me and Roux decorate the house.”

Since Zella is nearby, we don’t mention the surprise swing set. Last night, the guys worked late clearing an area where they’re going to build it. It’ll be our job this afternoon to keep it from her. Tomorrow, on the day of her birthday party, she’ll be so surprised when she goes outside and sees it. I cannot wait to see the look on her adorable face.

“Love you,” Terrence murmurs as he smacks my ass. “Hurry back.”

I give him a quick kiss before grabbing my wallet and keys. “Let’s go, princess!”

She bounces over to me, her curls dancing wildly, and grabs my hand. I can’t stop smiling as she chatters a mile a minute about her birthday party. Once I load her up in my Jeep, we drive out of the campgrounds and onto the main road. The grocery store is just a few minutes away. I pull into a spot and then we grab a cart.

“Next year, I’m going to have a skating birthday party. And the next year, a trampoline party.” She bounces from inside the basket of the cart. “What’s your next party going to be, Penny?”

As we walk around the store, tossing stuff to make cupcakes into the cart, we go back and forth about birthday party ideas.

“Are you my new mom?” Zella asks once we’re standing in the checkout line.

I freeze, unable to form words. “W-What? No, sweetie, I’m just Penny.”

Her lips pout out. “But my mom died. Why can’t you be my mom?”

Of course she would ask this question when Terrence isn’t around. I don’t know how to answer this.

“I, uh,” I choke out. “You want some candy?”

She shakes her head. “Do you not want to be my mom?”

“Zella, baby, being your mom sounds like the job of a queen. I’m just a knight, remember?” I tease, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “But I love you so much. Maybe one day I’d deserve such a title.”

She acts like she’s going to press more on the subject, so I quickly change it. “We need to go shopping soon and buy new swimsuits. Won’t be long and we can play in the river.”

“Daddy is going to teach me how to swim as soon as it gets warm enough,” she tells me, a smile once again on her face. “Do you know how to swim, Penny?”

“I do. I can help if you want. Do you know how to hold your nose?”

She scrunches her nose. “Like this?” Her finger and thumb pinch her nose and then she says, “Do I sound like an alien?”

“A silly alien,” I agree.

We check out and then we’re on our way. Zella chatters the whole way back to the Jeep. Since it’s warm now, I took the doors off, much to Zella’s delight. She loves riding in my Jeep with me as the wind blasts around us.

I toss the grocery bags into the back and then help Zella into her seat. “Ready to make cupcakes?”

“Yes!”

I grin at her excitement and jump into the front seat. I barely have the engine turned over when the vehicle dips with added weight. Something cold presses against my neck. My eyes dart to the rearview mirror, locking with the monster from my dreams.

Jack Henderson.

Oh God.

Zella starts to cry from the back seat. I’m frozen in fear. My phone is in my back pocket. I could try and call Terrence, but something tells me that won’t get past Jack.

“Drive,” he growls. “Now or I’ll paint your insides all over your windshield.”

My heart beats loud, echoing in my ears as I put the Jeep in reverse. I grip the steering wheel, panic overwhelming me. Every hair on my arm stands on end and I tremble with fear.

“Turn left out of the parking lot,” he orders.

I should refuse him, but in his manic state, I think it would be a terrible idea. No, I need to figure out what to do. Jack may be bigger and stronger than me, but I’m smarter. I have more to lose. Zella is my family now and I refuse to let anything happen to her.

“Go another couple of miles. There’s a hotel there.” His voice is low and calm, which kind of freaks me out. “Did you miss Daddy, Zella?”

She cries harder. It’s like a sucker punch to the gut. The urge to protect her is stronger than anything I’ve ever felt. I may not be her mother, but I would die keeping this motherfucker away from her. That’s the damn truth.

The hotel is run-down and scuzzy, nestled in a copse of trees not far off the main road. It gives me hope that if they realize we’ve been gone too long, they won’t have far to look. I just need to stall. Figure out a way to escape with my girl.

“Right there. The one on the end,” he orders. “Turn off the Jeep and don’t think about moving.”

I swallow down my fear and nod as I obey him. Once the vehicle is turned off, I wait for his next instruction. I’m about to grab the keys out of the ignition to Mace him when he cuts me off, anticipating my move.

“Leave them there. Now you’re going to get out and unbuckle Zella. Then, carry her into that room. Don’t think about running or I’ll put a bullet in your back.”

“Okay,” I squeak out, unable to find my voice.

I unbuckle and slide out of the Jeep, quickly yanking Zella into my arms. She clings to me, her entire body trembling as she sobs. With fear consuming my every cell, I make my way into the hotel room. It reeks of cigarettes and booze. It makes me wonder how long he’s been staying here. Maybe this entire time. It sickens me to know he’s been lurking, just waiting on the perfect time to pounce.

Another shiver of fear wracks through me.

Focus, Penny. Get your shit together. Now’s not the time to be weak.

Steeling my spine, I turn around to face Jack as he closes the door behind him. He’s a wreck. His clothes are dirty, his hair is greasy, and he seems to have lost some weight. The unhinged glint in his eyes terrifies me, but I refuse to show it.

I lift my chin. “You won’t get away with this.”

He cracks his neck, pinning me with a hard glare. “I already have.”

“You killed them,” I bite out at him. “You’re a monster.”

“And I will kill you too, bitch. You started all this shit for me. Had I known you were that motherfucker’s girlfriend, I would have dealt with you a long time ago.” He sneers at me. “I’ll admit. You’re a real good liar. Had me fooled for weeks and weeks.”

“You’re a useless drunk,” I spit out. “It was easy.”

Not wise to provoke him, but his kind feeds on fear. I refuse to give him something to snack on.

“Shut the fuck up,” he growls.

“Why? Does it hurt to know what a loser you are? You couldn’t get your dick up for your wife so you had to stick it into your stepdaughter instead? You’re a sicko. A pervert. Disgusting freak,” I snarl, hating I have to say this crap in front of Zella, but she’s sobbing so loudly she probably can’t hear anyway. “And then you couldn’t even get it up for me. Your rapist dick doesn’t work. A man is driven by his dick. What drives you when yours is pathetic and soft?”

He pounces, shoving his gun hard against my ear, making me cry out. “Shut the fuck up, bitch. Just shut the fuck up.” Then, he softens his voice. “Zella, sweetheart, go sit in the bathtub and wait for Daddy to finish his talk. We’ll go see the beach when we leave.”

I’ll be damned if I let him take her.

She shrieks when he wrenches her from my arms. I fight him, but he manages to shove her into the bathroom and shut the door before I can stop him. My hand flies out, clawing at his face, hoping I can take out an eyeball or two. He shoves me hard to the bed. I bounce and then scramble away, reaching for anything to fight back at him with.

“Stay there or I’ll put a bullet through her head,” he warns. “You’re pissing me the fuck off.”

I freeze at his words. “Don’t you dare touch her!”

“I’d rather touch you,” he sneers, grabbing up a bundle of rope. “Give me your hands. So help me if you try to run, I’ll blow your head off.”

Glowering at him, I offer both my wrists. As soon as he’s near, I kick him hard in the face. He stumbles back, groaning as blood gushes from his nose. I fly to the bathroom to get Zella, but before I make it, he tackles me hard. I bite my tongue, blood flooding my mouth instantly. He flips me to my back and straddles me, yanking my hands in front of me to tie them together.

“Don’t embarrass yourself, Jack,” I growl. “We both know your dick is still broken.”

He drags me to my feet and tosses me back onto the bed. “I don’t want your nasty cunt.”

“Yes, you do,” I taunt. “You’re just pissed you can’t get it hard.”

“Shut the fuck up.”

“Or what? You’ll shoot me?” I let out a dark laugh. “No, that’s what a real man would do. You’re a pussy, Jack. You like to weaken a woman and then take advantage of her. You like to hurt kids. No, a bullet through my chest won’t satisfy you. You’d much rather try to see if that rubbery dick of yours will get hard. Probably smack me around a bit first.”

He backhands me. Sparks of pain shoot across my face.

“You’re right,” he seethes. “Smacking you around does feel good.” He grabs himself through his pants. “Gets my dick nice and hard, too.”

Bile crawls up my throat, chased by terror.

“They’re coming for you,” I warn. “My dad has a tracker on my Jeep. He’ll be here soon.”

His eyes narrow, studying my face for lies. “You’ll be dead and I’ll be long gone with Zella, so what’s it matter?”

My Jeep does have a tracker—something Dad installed after Jack hurt me last time—but that doesn’t mean he’ll automatically know I’m missing. Terrence probably thinks we got held up at the grocery store. By the time he calls my dad, there’s no telling what Jack will have done by then.

I need to stall.

Keep him from leaving with her.

“How many times did you rape Lacey?” I demand.

“It wasn’t rape,” he spits out. “It was love.”

“One-sided, you psychopath. She wrote Terrence letters. Lacey hated you.”

Fury transforms his face. “She loved me, you bitch. Shut your fucking mouth.”

“Love?” I let out a harsh laugh. “You’re delusional. She was terrified of you because you’re a sadistic pervert.”

Smack!

Everything goes black the second his gun cracks against my skull. I can still hear him grunting as he moves me up the bed. I manage to reopen my eyes as he lops my tied hands over one of the bed posts.

I brace myself for another sexual assault, ready to kick him in the face again, but it never comes. He picks up a red plastic gas can and unscrews it.

“I’m not a pervert,” he grinds out. “If I were, I’d ruin everything with Zella by choosing to fuck your manipulative ass.” He splashes out a line of gasoline across the carpet. “No, I just need to get rid of you. I love Zella. We’re going to start our life again someplace far away from here. You should have never got involved.”

I struggle against my bindings. I’m filled with horror as he empties the gasoline can, splashing it on walls and around the bed. I refuse to beg, but the tears have begun to stream down as I realize my predicament.

I’m going to burn alive.

Oh God.
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Terrence

 

“I’m starving,” Cal complains. “You going to put those burgers on before the fire goes out or what?”

I drag my eyes from the road and try Penny’s cell again. She’s been gone forty-five minutes. I know how Zella can be in the grocery store, doubling the time of a twenty-minute trip, but something feels off. I don’t like it.

“She’s not answering.” I shove my phone back into my pocket. “Fuck.”

Hollis hands Hope over to Charlotte before trotting over to me. “You think something’s happened?”

Jordy and Cal frown, worry shining in their eyes. After what happened with Charlotte not too long ago, none of us feel right about this.

“I feel it in my gut,” I hiss out. “I think something’s happened. Fuck!”

“I’ll call Dad,” Hollis says, yanking his phone out and dialing.

I pace the ground, trying to calm my erratic heart. Images of Penny, bloodied and bruised after Jack hurt her once before flood my mind. I knew I shouldn’t have let my guard down. Jack isn’t the type to just disappear. He’s a fucking lunatic.

For the tenth time in a row, I dial Penny’s phone. It rings and rings before going to voicemail. Charlotte and Roux wear matching worried expressions as they hold on to the babies. Sebban is oblivious as he digs for worms nearby.

“I’ll call Dad,” Cal says as he brings the phone to his ear.

I’m trying not to panic. Knowing Zella, she could have convinced Penny to stop for a snow cone or something. But Penny would answer her phone. She told me twenty minutes and now it’s closer to an hour she’s been gone. I want to hop in my vehicle and tear out of here on a hunt, but I don’t want to go on a wild goose chase. As soon as Garrett gives us the information from the tracker app, we can make our move.

A car crunches along the gravel and I nearly cry out with happiness. But it’s not Penny. It’s Tierra in Grandma’s car, coming over to help decorate for tomorrow’s party. Hollis paces nearby.

“What’s wrong?” Tierra asks as she hobbles our way. “Is Zella okay?”

She must see the panic written all over my face.

“She’s missing, Tee. She and Penny both.” My voice is hoarse, strangled with worry.

“What?” she mutters. “Is it Jack?”

I shudder at hearing his name. “I hope to fuck not.”

“Why aren’t you out there looking for her?” she shrieks.

“The tracker app shows her at a hotel a couple miles up the road,” Hollis barks out as he rushes over to me. “Let’s go.”

“Check the grocery store,” I bark at Tierra. “Check the snow cone stand.”

The four of us guys fly to Cal’s truck, jumping in. Cal, peels out on the gravel, hauling ass down the road. We have to stop when we exit the campground because a fire engine speeds by followed by an ambulance.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

“Go,” I grind out. “Follow them.”

Cal’s truck fishtails as he gasses it. I grip the dash, holding on as Cal drives like a bat out of hell. Jordy is quiet, but Hollis is talking loudly to his dad.

“Meet you there,” he says. “I’m going to call the station.”

A few minutes later, I can hear him talking to someone he must know. When he ends the call, he curses.

“They’re headed to the hotel,” Hollis croaks. “Fuck. He has my sister. He fucking has my sister.”

I swallow the lump of fear in my throat. There’s no way in hell I’ll survive if something happens to Penny and Zella. No fucking way in hell. As we drive, I drift back to the early hours of the morning when I had Penny naked and in my arms.

“Tell me about the sounds,” I say, stroking her hair from her face. “Tell me why you need the white noise. Have you been diagnosed with something?”

Her brows furl. “This is quite possibly my least favorite subject, Smash. Wouldn’t you rather talk about your dick?”

A chuckle rumbles from me. “We can talk about my amazing dick later.”

Several minutes pass in silence. I almost fear she won’t speak, but then she does.

“I read up on it,” she says quietly. “It’s a thing. Misophonia.”

“Miso-what?”

“It literally translates to ‘hatred of sounds.’”

“That sounds like you,” I tease. “Is this real or did you make it up?”

She smacks my chest. “It’s real. Turns out, I’m not the only person who suffers from it either.”

Suffers.

I sober up quickly, hating the idea of her suffering at all.

“Is it something that can be treated or healed?” I ask, frowning. “What does your dad say?”

A guilty look passes over her features, tugging her lips into a frown. “Dad has always known something was wrong. Since I was little. He wanted to help me, but as you know, I’m stubborn.” We both laugh and then she continues. “I didn’t want to be treated like a freak, so I tried to find ways to distract myself from the maddening sounds.”

“The white noise?”

She nods. “Maybe I should go to med school. I wasn’t far off from how they treat it.”

“You’re better now,” I murmur, kissing her supple lips.

“Knowing is half the battle. I read up on it when…” She trails off, tears welling in her eyes. “When we broke up. Everything was worse. Total chaos inside my head. I wanted to die.”

Guilt guts me, making me sick to my stomach. “But you’re tougher than that. You figured out a way to cope.”

“Once I realized this was an actual disorder, I devoured information on it. There are lots of therapies and medications to help. I started with trying to stick to a sleep schedule and using my headphones to block out trigger sounds. Since I didn’t want to involve Dad because he’d go over the top, I researched the cognitive behavioral therapies that worked on people. It’s been a lot of trial and error, but I’m learning how to ignore certain sounds that bother me and distract myself. It’s a work in progress.” She smiles at me. “With you, it’s easier.”

But I left her alone for months to cope on her own.

“I’m sorry, baby,” I murmur. “You won’t have to deal with it alone ever again. I fucking promise.”

“I know,” she says fiercely. “Now, can we change the subject to your dick?”

I flash her a cocky grin. “Anything for you, beautiful.”

My lips crash to hers for a searing kiss. Zella is still asleep, so we steal this moment for ourselves. Penny rolls me onto my back and then kisses her way down my stomach. My dick practically weeps at the beautiful sight. Penny with her blond hair loose and wild as she teases her way down to my cock.

“I’ve never sucked dick before,” she reminds me. “I might suck.”

“You already have step one down,” I tease.

Her tongue flicks out and she runs it over my tip. “Kinda gross, Smash.”

“Good thing you’re a nasty girl,” I croon, running my fingers through her silky hair.

She smirks before wrapping her hand around my girth. I let out a strangled groan when her plump pink lips slide down around the head of my cock. Her curious tongue teases the underside of my dick. Penny might be inexperienced, but everything she does in life far exceeds those around her. She’s a star in every aspect of her life.

“I love you,” I blurt out. “Fuck, Penny, you own me.”

Deviance shines in her blue eyes as she continues to eat my dick like it’s her damn job. I want to come down her tight little throat, but I also want her riding my dick. There will never be enough ways to have this girl. Each time feels like a gift.

“Get on my dick, baby, so I can come inside you. You know I love watching my cum drip out of you later.”

She playfully bites my dick and then sits up. Her tits jiggle as she shimmies up to straddle me. I hold my breath as she guides my dick inside her heat. We both groan in pleasure when she sits all the way down, burying my dick inside her to the hilt.

“Fuck, Penny,” I growl. “You undo me.”

She works her hips, a loving smile on her face. “And you fix me. What a pair we make.”

I grip her throat, dragging her to my mouth. She tastes like salty perfection.

I’m dragged from the memory when Cal curses.

“Holy fucking shit,” he grinds out. “Holy shit.”

From over the tops of the trees, thick black smoke billows. In between the trees, I can see bright orange flames.

My heart stops beating in my chest.

I need them to be okay.

Fuck, I need them to be okay.
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Penny

 

I wrench at my bindings, screaming at Jack. He remains too still as he watches the flames lick around him on the floor.

“Get her out of here you monster!” I bellow. “Go!”

All too slowly, he turns to head for the bathroom. He pulls a sobbing Zella into his arms. My heart breaks into a thousand pieces as I realize this is the last time I’ll ever see her. I failed. I was supposed to be her knight and I couldn’t save the little princess.

“I love you, princess,” I choke out. “Daddy will find you. Don’t worry.”

“Penny!” she screams, reaching for me. “Penny!”

He drags her over to the door and opens it. I can hear sirens nearby.

“Fuck,” he snarls, darting off toward the right where the forest is rather than the parking lot.

I don’t waste any time tugging and pulling at my bindings. The skin feels as though it’s being torn off, but I manage to slide one hand free of the rope. I cry out in relief as I quickly yank the other one free. The flames burn bright, blocking my path. I yank the covers off the bed and use them to shield me as I run through them. Flames singe my hair. All I can think about is catching up to Jack. I run toward the woods where I can hear Zella’s screams.

As fast as my legs will go, I sprint through the forest, ignoring the slaps of branches. I may not be as strong as Jack, but I’m younger and fitter.

I have to save her.

I have to.

Terrence is probably still at home, clueless that we’re in trouble. My heart aches for him. He’ll be devastated if something happens to Zella. I can’t bear to imagine what his life would be like if he lost us both. It’s not fair. Terrence is a good man who loves with his whole heart. Yet, life keeps throwing him the short end of the stick.

He deserves everything.

Not Jack terrorizing the ones he loves.

If I can get her away from Jack, I can save her. I just need to get to them. For a moment, I don’t hear her screams. Panic surges up through me, making me dizzy and sick to my stomach.

Focus.

I need to focus.

All I hear are the wails of the sirens that seem so loud.

Wailing and wailing.

Wailing and wailing.

It’s maddening. The more I try to listen for Jack and Zella, the louder the sirens seem to get. Defeat overwhelms me as tears threaten.

I can’t do this.

I won’t reach her.

She’s going to get stolen away forever because of me or worse yet he’ll kill her. I can’t let him do that.

Focus, Penny.

Ignore the sirens.

Listen.

I’ve been practicing lately with drowning out sounds that bother me. There were many therapies to try, but the one that helps me is singing a nursery rhyme Mom used to sing to us when we were babies and now sings to Hope.

It’s a soothing song.

Hush, little baby, don’t say a word.

I manage to get through a few lines of the song before I hear her. A sharp cry. Changing from my original direction, I head toward the rushing sounds of Hood River. More branches slap at me, one snagging my arm and tearing the flesh, but I’m not deterred.

I finally burst from the woods, nearly spraining my ankle on the sandy beach area. Jack is carrying Zella toward a dock where a boat is tied.

No.

If he gets her in that boat and manages to untie it, they’ll be down the river before I can stop them.

“Stop!” I bellow when I reach the dock.

He spins around, fury twisting his features. “You fucking slippery bitch!”

“Let her go, asshole.” I bend to pick up a fist sized rock. “Now.”

“What are you going to do? Hit me with your little rock?” he sneers. “Sorry, little girl, but that’s not happening.”

“Give me Zella,” I demand. “She belongs with her real father. I won’t let you take her. Soon, they’ll find us. You won’t succeed.”

His eyes narrow when I take a step forward. “She’s mine.”

“No, she’s Terrence’s. And Lacey’s. You’re just a monster who steals from good people. You stole Lacey’s happiness and her life. I’ll be damned if you steal her daughter too.”

“I’m not giving her up. That motherfucker will never have her,” he growls. “Never.”

“Too late. Hear the sirens? They’ll be here soon. You’re trapped, Jack.” I take another step forward. “You’ll go to prison for a very long time.”

He grits his teeth. “If I can’t have her, he sure as fuck can’t.”

With those words, he tosses Zella into the river without warning. I heave the rock at him, taking sick satisfaction when it smacks him right in the forehead. As I sprint past him, I shove him. He crashes into the boat. I reach the end of the dock, searching for her.

Oh my God.

She’s gone.

She’s gone.

“Zella!” I yell. “Zella!”

An arm. I see an arm. I dive into the water toward where I saw it last flailing. The current is strong here since it’s deeper here than where the beach areas are and where a lot of boats dock. I know I only have a few moments before I lose her.

I can’t lose her.

I can’t.

My eyes burn as I keep them open beneath the dark, murky water, searching for her. The current pushes me, so I swim with it, knowing wherever it takes her, it’ll take me. I just have to get there faster.

I surface, sucking in a deep breath of air, before dipping down again swimming hard. I’m thankful for having pushed myself so hard in basketball as it’s giving me the strength and endurance to swim like her life depends on it.

Because it does.

I have to find her.

The water is rushing so fast, I almost fly right past where she’s tangled in some limbs. I manage to snag her shirt, yanking her with me as I pass. She breaks loose from the limbs and I curl an arm around her as I break the surface again. I spit out water and choke as I try to keep her head above the surface. Her eyes are closed and her mouth hangs open.

Oh my God.

She’s not breathing.

“Zella,” I sob. “Stay with me.”

Desperately, I kick against the current, swimming with one arm toward the shore. I nearly lose her from my grip when a log smacks into me. We go under the surface, but when my foot touches sand, I use it for leverage, pushing off it toward the shore. My feet have found solid ground.

Thank God.

“Zella,” I scream. “Zella! Wake up. We’re safe.”

She’s unmoving as I drag her to the bank of the river, barely pulling us from the water before I’m lying her down, trying to remember how to do CPR.

I made fun of Hollis so many times when he was training to be an EMT. He had a dummy he practiced on. Now, I’m thankful he practiced in front of me. I remember some of what he was learning.

The chest compressions feel like I’m going to hurt her, but I remember how hard Hollis had to press on the dummy. I count as I compress and then I break to blow breath into her. Everything is a blur as I run through the cycles of what I remember, hoping like hell I’m doing it right.

“Come on, baby girl,” I plead as I do more compressions. “I need you to breathe.”

Tears blur my vision, but I quickly blink them back. Zella needs me strong. I’m her knight. The knight always saves the princes. Always.

I blow air into her lungs once more and then I’m back to the compressions. Time feels stalled. Frozen. I’m locked in the most horrific moment of my life, trapped and unable to move forward.

I crave for one sound.

Her breathing.

I’ll live with the maddening sounds that plague me if I can just have that one.

“Please!” I cry out. “Please!”

Hitting her chest far too hard, I’m shocked when she sputters. Quickly, I turn her head to the side, just as river water comes rushing out. She chokes and then a sob pierces the air.

I yank her into my arms, squeezing her tight.

“Baby, I’ve got you. I’ve got you. I’ve got you.” I say it over and over again in case she doesn’t hear. “You’re safe. I got you. I love you. I got you.”

Rocking her in my arms, I try to sing the song Mom likes to sing, but I’m horrible at it. I want her to know that I’m here for her. I stroke her hair and kiss her a thousand times. Her weak little hands cling to my soaked shirt.

“We’re safe,” I croon. “Daddy will find us soon. Tomorrow’s your birthday. We’re going to have the best time. I love you.”

“Momma,” she whimpers.

I’m not her momma. She’s confused. I don’t deny this girl, though. Not now. Not ever.

“Momma’s got you,” I murmur. “You’re safe. I love you.”

She starts to cry harder. I want to pick her up and carry her back, but I’m so exhausted and weak. All I can do is cling to my baby girl.

“You’re such a good girl,” I praise. “You came back to me.”

She hugs me tighter, her strength returning.

“When we get back, I’ll make us some hot cocoa. You want hot cocoa, baby?”

Her little head nods. “With marshmallows.”

“A lot of marshmallows,” I agree. “Maybe even the whole bag.”

She giggles, though it’s soft. “We have to share with Daddy.”

“He can get his own bag,” I tease.

“Did we go on an adventure, Momma?”

I don’t correct her, though I should. This girl lost the only momma she had. It would be cruel to force her to call me anything else. Not now. Not when she’s been through something traumatic. Terrence can sort that out with the therapist later.

“We sure did. We went diving and snorkeling and fishing.”

“I wanted to catch a turtle,” she says. “Next time can we catch a turtle?”

“Do you think a turtle wants to get caught?”

“If he gets scared, he can tuck his head in his shell.”

“Maybe next time we can catch a turtle for a minute, but then we’ll have to let him go on his way.”

She snuggles against me. “I want to go home.”

“Me too, baby. Me too.”

“Is he going to get me?”

My blood runs cold at her words. I’d been so wrapped up in saving her life, I didn’t even worry about Jack coming after me. He got into the boat.

Oh God.

What if he gets here and takes her anyway?

We need to move. I’m so weak, though.

I hug Zella tighter to me, knowing I can’t move. If we have to run from him, I’m screwed.

“Can you stand up?” I whisper.

She shakes her head. “Will you carry me?”

I can barely move, much less carry this girl.

But the alternative is letting that monster grab us. Slowly, I attempt to stand. Every muscle quivers and screams in protest. With pained tears in my eyes, I pick Zella up. She wraps her arms and legs around me, clinging to me like a koala bear.

“Hold on tight,” I say, kissing her cheek. “We’re getting out of here.”
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Terrence

 

The firemen can’t stop me. Not when my girls could be inside. Penny’s orange Jeep sits in front of the burning hotel, making my heart tighten in agony.

If they’d been killed, I would’ve felt it.

They’re okay.

I know it with every ounce of my being.

“He took that baby,” an elderly woman says from the parking lot. “That way.”

I take off running through the forest. Heavy footsteps thud behind me, which means the other Hoodlums, aside from Roan who’s putting out a massive fire, are after me. I lead the way, my hip no longer protesting. I’m thankful as fuck for all the physical therapy time I put in. Faster than I’ve ever run in any basketball game, I make my way through the woods to the riverbank.

“He’s in the boat!” Cal roars, rushing past me.

They’re not.

My girls.

“There!” Hollis yells.

I squint in the direction he’s pointing. My glasses help, but when I’m stressed, my vision suffers the worst. I finally latch onto what he’s pointing at and already running toward. Taking off in a sprint, I easily pass Hollis since I’m taller and it’s my fucking family. With each step, their forms gain clarity.

It’s them.

Penny holding Zella.

They’re alive.

Fuck, they’re alive.

Both of them are soaked. It’s then I realized they must have fallen into the river. Terror claws at me, but it’s overridden by the fact they’re alive. Penny falls to her knees, a sob of relief piercing the air.

Landing on my knees in front of them, I yank them both into my arms. Both girls are crying hard, clinging to me. My cheeks are wet as I hug them, thankful they survived whatever atrocities that fucker planned.

“My girls,” I choke out. “My girls are okay.”

Hollis joins the fray, hugging his sister from behind.

“Penny, fuck, you scared me,” he rasps out. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

“H-He threw her in t-the river,” Penny chatters out. “I had t-to s-save her.”

I squeeze her tighter as the realization of what she’s done for my daughter slams into me. Penny is a hero. She’s always been a hero. I never fully accepted that fact until now. Zella knew. It’s why she wanted Knight Penny on her wall. I thought it was silly, but she knew.

“I had t-to do CPR, Hollis,” she whimpers. “I t-tried to d-do it like y-you and it worked.”

“Good, sis. You did good,” Hollis praises, his voice strained.

Penny saved my daughter’s life.

I’ll never be able to thank her enough for this.

Ever.

“Let me check Miss Zella,” Hollis says in a gentle tone. “Can I please look her over?”

Penny reluctantly allows Hollis to look at Zella. I grip her jaw, angling her mouth toward mine, and kiss the hell out of her. The kiss is a chaste one, but I needed her to feel how thankful I am. I rest my forehead against hers, tears still leaking down my cheeks.

“He got away!” Penny shrieks, sudden panic making her stiffen. “You have to catch him!”

“Not necessary,” Jordy says as he approaches. “Come look.”

Hollis nods at me. I pull Zella into my arms and kiss her head. Jordy and Hollis assist Penny as we make our way back to the dock. A crowd of police officers are forming as EMT make their way to the riverbank.

Cal walks over to us. “Looks like he drowned.”

“What?” Penny hisses, frowning at him. “Did his boat sink?”

Cal shakes his head. “He was hanging off the side of the boat, his face in the water. They’re trying to revive him now, but it’s not gonna happen. Dude is dead.”

Relief floods through me.

Penny stiffens. “I threw a rock at him.”

“Did he deserve it?” Cal asks.

“He deserved more. I would have given it to him too,” she growls. “I didn’t have time. I had to get to Zella.”

I run my knuckle down her spine and give her a kiss on the head. “You’re a hero, Penny English.”

We linger quietly until a cop walks over to us a while later.

“Henderson was pronounced dead on the scene,” the officer states in a flat tone. Everyone in this town knows about that monster. “He had a contusion on his head. Know how he got that?” He pins Penny with a firm stare. Almost as if… Almost as if he wants her to lie.

“He fell,” she says, the emotionless Penny wall up and stronger than ever. “Must have bumped it on the boat.”

“Must have,” the officer agrees. “You ladies okay?”

“We’re perfect now,” Penny says. “We just want to go home.”

“We’ll have you out of here in no time, ma’am.”

[image: ]

“Work harder, pet,” Penny says. “For a construction dude, you sure do yap a lot.”

Jace flips her off but doesn’t let go of the beam Jordy is trying to screw into. The swing set is much harder to assemble in the dark—our only light from the headlights of our vehicles—but my daughter deserves to wake up to this, especially after the helluva day she’s endured.

Hollis and I are working on the rock wall section while Cal takes a break to walk Charlotte home. Roan’s shift will end soon, but he’ll be beat after putting that hotel fire out. It might take us all night with just the four of us, but that’s fine by me as long as it’s ready to go by morning.

“Where’s Garrett?” I ask Penny.

“Inside with Tierra. They’re watching Zella sleep. It’s super creepy.” She grins at me before sipping on more hot cocoa.

I chuckle. “He’s a doctor. It’s what they do.”

“What’s Tierra’s excuse for hanging with Dad?” Penny challenges.

“Daddy issues,” Jace offers.

Jordy kicks him.

“Ow,” Jace complains. “A fuckin’ joke, man.”

I get back to work but sneak glances at Penny. After she and Zella were released, we came back. Cal cooked up the burgers, the girls drank hot cocoa, and then Zella conked out. Poor thing nearly died today. She deserves to rest. Penny has been wired. I’ll wear her out later, properly worshiping every part of her like the queen she is.

Sometimes a hero can be both a knight and a queen.

My Penny is.

“Your heart eyes are glowing in the dark, Smash,” Penny calls out. “Focus on your task or I’ll be forced to call in reinforcements.”

“Don’t,” I warn.

“Oops. Already did.” She laughs. “My bad.”

“You gonna spank her ass or am I?” Jace asks.

“I’ll get her later,” I promise.

But first, we have to deal with her oopsie.

“If you all take your shirts off, this will go faster,” Loden says, appearing from the trail beside my cabin.

“Definitely whipping her ass for this,” Jace grinds out.

“Make yourself useful, Lo, and hand me that board,” I bark out.

He grumbles but saunters our way. Jace glowers at him, but Loden laughs, poking his stomach as he passes. Jace nearly drops the beam on his head.

“Yeah, yeah, pet,” Penny says. “I know. I’m in trouble.”

“She likes trouble,” Jordy replies unhelpfully. “Her mouth gets her into a lot of it.”

“Sass for days,” I agree.

“I can hear you,” she calls out.

“That’s the point.”

She flips me off. “Stop talking.”

This fucking girl.

Three hours and one fully assembled swing set later, I abandon my friends to carry my exhausted girl inside. I’m a man on a mission as I shut my bedroom door and undress her. After her fall into the river, she took a shower and she smells like her usual sweet self.

“You going to give me a reward fuck for saving the day?” she taunts, stifling a yawn.

I set her down in the bed and then undress. Once I crawl into bed, I haul her to me, stroking my fingers down her arm.

“I might have to take that reward in the morning.” Another yawn. “Or you can do me while I sleep.”

I grin as I kiss her head. “Stop talking, Penny.”

“Okay,” she murmurs.

“I love you, Zero.”

“Love you too, roadkill.”

We both laugh and then it grows quiet again. I’m almost asleep when I sense Penny tensing up.

“What is it?” I ask, hugging her tighter to me.

“She, uh, she called me Momma.”

My heart squeezes in my chest.

“I couldn’t correct her,” she whimpers. “I couldn’t do that to her.”

Hot tears wet my chest. “I’m glad you didn’t.”

“But I’m not her momma.”

“You might not think so right now, but one day, when you’re older and pregnant with more of my babies, you’ll realize it.”

“Realize what?” she croaks.

“You’re ours. Zella and I won’t ever let you go. Might as well accept it, Momma.”

She laughs. “You’re a caveman.”

“According to Zella, I’m the king. My laws. My rules. You’re ours.”

“Fine, your majesty. I’m yours. Now go to sleep before I find some other bed to crawl into that’s quieter.”

“You’re not going anywhere, woman.”

Her pleased sigh is my only response and then her breathing evens out as she falls asleep.

I can’t sleep, though. I realize that my happily ever after begins right now.

Unlike the storybooks, mine ends with a mouthy knight who slayed the dragon to save a princess for her beloved king. It’s not like how most stories go, but I wouldn’t change a goddamn thing about it.


[image: ]

 

Penny

One year later…

 

The English professor drones on and on, but I can’t focus on him. And it’s not because I have one AirPod in as I listen to my white noise, either. It’s because of her.

Charlotte cuts her eyes my way, pausing from her studious note taking. There’s a benefit with taking classes with your nerd sister. Later, you can just copy off her notes.

“What?” she mouths, frowning at me.

I smirk at her. She knows. A smile tugs at her lips before she goes back to taking notes for us. Charlotte is as beautiful as ever, but man is she huge.

Her belly, that is.

Cal calls it super sperm. I call it gross.

Somehow, despite my sister being on birth control, she managed to get knocked up. It wasn’t planned or expected. Certainly derailed her career plans. She assures me it’s only a minor setback that’ll be worth it. One day she’ll eventually become a doctor. I believe her. At least now, she also gets to be a mom. I know, when forced to choose, she’d drop becoming a doctor in a heartbeat if it meant keeping the baby boy in her belly.

Luckily, she doesn’t have to choose.

Cal is one of those super husbands. Literally can do everything without breaking a sweat. In between teaching classes and doting over his pregnant wife, he’s been meeting with builders and working tirelessly to build their home on his dad’s land. If you ask me, it’s creepy to be neighbors with your mommy and daddy, but I think Cal likes shit a little creepy. He calls it built-in babysitting for when he has to knock his wife up again.

Gag.

I know the truth. Cal Hutton is a momma’s boy. Knowing Kate, she’ll probably make him breakfast every morning and wipe his ass if he asked.

“That’s a wrap,” Professor Goldman says. “Don’t forget to study over the weekend. This test will be hard. That means you, English.”

I look at Charlotte, just to watch her face turn crimson. We all know he was talking about me, but it’s fun to fluster my sister.

“I have good notes,” I assure him with an exaggerated wink. “Bye, Goldie.”

He chuckles and waves at me before he hustles out of the room. I stuff my notebook in my bag and then shoulder it before assisting my sister. The baby will come any day. Charlotte’s belly is so big, I’m afraid she’ll topple over.

She’s lucky she has me in most of her classes.

No one else wants this job.

“You think I can skip out?” she asks, wincing.

“Hollis will whine. Do you really want to hear a grown man whine?”

She rolls her eyes. “Fine. But I’m leaving early.”

“Fussy,” I chide as I grab her bag for her. “If you feel bad, just go home.”

“I’m starving,” she grumbles. “And Roux will be there with Ellis. I haven’t seen him but once since she had him.”

We make our way to my Jeep—a brand-new orange one thanks to Dad—and I have to assist her into the front seat. She pulls her hair into a messy bun and doesn’t complain about the lack of doors. My sister has come a long way.

As soon as I make it to Hollis and Roan’s I start bitching.

“Your husband needs to learn how to drive! He can’t park that beast wherever he wants!”

She laughs. “You’re just mad because he took your spot.”

“Hollis’s front yard is my spot. He’s my brother. I win.”

I block Cal’s truck in, parking as close as I can to him just to piss him off. Before I can climb out to assist Charlotte, he shows up out of fucking nowhere like a phantom, pulling his pregnant wife into his arms like she weighs nothing.

While they make out, I leave them be to seek out my people. The backyard is loud, buzzing with laughter and squeals. Emilia and Hope sit in the sand box looking cute as can be. I pause to drop kisses on their fuzzy heads and then say hi to Sebban and Zella. Charlotte is getting mauled by Cal, so I sneak in a minute with Ellis. He snoozes, drunk on milk, on his momma’s chest.

“You guys are going to have a million kids, aren’t you?” I ask, lifting a brow at Roux.

She laughs but then winces. “Jordy and I want a big family. But let me recover from having this one before we start talking about more.”

I’m about to steal Ellis to give him love when a pregnant baby hog swats me away.

“Mine,” Charlotte says. “Wait your turn.”

I roll my eyes at her, but a grin forms when Terrence catches my gaze. He’s standing beside Roan at the grill, a beer in his hand.

“Hey, handsome,” I call out. “Better come kiss me now before my boyfriend sees.”

His eyes darken as he sets his beer down and then prowls my way. “Roan, keep an eye on my kid.”

“Sure, man,” Roan says with a chuckle.

Terrence scoops me up and I squeal, swatting at him. He keeps walking with me in his arms until he reaches the end of the yard where the gliding swing sits. With me in his arms, he sits down and plants a messy kiss on my lips.

“You’re feisty today,” he says, a grin tugging at my lips.

“I’m feisty every day,” I argue.

His touch is gentle as he strokes his finger along my cheek. I get lost in his loving gaze.

“I love you, Penny.”

“I know,” I sass back. “I love you too.”

“Marry me.”

I laugh, but he’s serious. “You’re supposed to ask, not demand.”

“Please?”

“You’re supposed to get on one knee and ask.” I lift a brow, challenging him. “I think you hit your head too hard, Smash. You have it all backward.”

He chuckles and presses a kiss to my lips. “If I got on my knee, your mean-ass would give me shit from now until eternity.”

He’s not wrong. I smirk at him.

His body moves as he digs his hand into his pocket. He retrieves a simple gold band. My heart stutters as he takes my hand and slides the ring over my finger. I may not like the mushy stuff like Roux or Charlotte, but I can’t deny how my heart leaps at the thought of being Terrence’s wife. We’ve been playing house for a while now. It’s about time we make it official.

“Penny, I love you so much. I know we’re a mess sometimes and we have baggage galore, but you’re mine. Mine. I can’t imagine a life without you. I won’t. This isn’t me asking, this is me telling. I need you to be mine. I need you to be a James. If you want me to ask, I will, but your mean-ass better say yes or—”

I cover his mouth with my hand. The gold catches in the afternoon light, making me grin. “Stop talking.”

His brown eyes light up with amusement and affection. I could bask in his stare forever. Rather than answer, I slide my hand away and kiss him deeply.

Terrence knows my answer.

It’s yes.

It’s always been yes.

And it’ll always be yes.

 

 

The End

 

What’s next for this town?

Keep reading for the Note to the Readers and find out!


Note to the Readers

 

Thank you for reading my Hood River Hoodlums series! I have enjoyed absolutely every second writing them! So much so, that I plan to expand on their world, giving some of the other beloved characters stories too in a spinoff series called Hood River Heroes! Be watching for more in the near future! Thanks for loving my good-hearted bad boys (and Penny ha!)! I can’t wait to give you more!
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Listen on Spotify here.

 

“White Noise” by Badflower

Unsteady” by X Ambassadors

“Pain Told Love” by Tribe Society

“Middle Fingers” by Missio

“Wires” by The Neighbourhood

“Dig the Crazy” by Faith Marie

“Little Pistol” by Mother Mother

“Choke” by IDKHOWTFM

“Writer in the Dark” by Lorde

“Scars” by Boy Epic

“Help I’m Alive” by Metric

“Heart Heart Head” by Meg Myers

“My Heart’s Always Yours” by Arkells

“Sweet Disaster” by DREAMERS

“Like Real People Do” by Hozier

“Lazy Eye” by Silversun Pickups

“Trouble” by Cage the Elephant

“Fake Plastic Trees” by Radiohead

“Work Song” by Hozier

“Pretty Head” by Transviolet

“Nothing Personal” by Night Riots

“Adore You” by Harry Styles

“First” by Cold War Kids
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Thank you to my husband. You’re my favorite Hoodlum. Love you, boo.

 

A huge thank you to my Krazy for K Webster’s Books reader group. You all are insanely supportive, and I can’t thank you enough.

 

A gigantic thank you to those who always help me out behind the scenes. Elizabeth Clinton, Ella Stewart, Misty Walker, Holly Sparks, Jillian Ruize, Gina Behrends, Wendy Rinebold, Ker Dukey, J.D. Hollyfield, Nicole Blanchard, and Nikki Ash—you ladies are my rock!

 

Misty, thank you for always encouraging me no matter what! Love you!

 

A big thank you to my author friends who have given me your friendship and your support. You have no idea how much that means to me.

 

Thank you to all of my blogger friends both big and small that go above and beyond to always share my stuff. You all rock! #AllBlogsMatter

 

Emily A. Lawrence, thank you so much for editing this book. You’re a star!!

 

Thank you, Stacey Blake, for always making my books so pretty! You’re an angel and I love you!

 

A big thanks to Nicole Blanchard with Indie Sage PR for being there for me every step of the ways! Love ya, lady!

 

Lastly but certainly not least of all, thank you to all of the wonderful readers out there who are willing to hear my story and enjoy my characters like I do. It means the world to me!
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K Webster is a USA Today Bestselling author. Her titles have claimed many bestseller tags in numerous categories, are translated in multiple languages, and have been adapted into audiobooks. She lives in “Tornado Alley” with her husband, two children, and her baby dog named Blue. When she’s not writing, she’s reading, drinking copious amounts of coffee, and researching aliens.

 

Keep up with K Webster

 

Newsletter

Website

Email

Facebook

Twitter

Goodreads

Instagram

BookBub
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Psychological Romance Standalones:

My Torin

Whispers and the Roars

Cold Cole Heart

Blue Hill Blood

Wicked Lies Boys Tell

 

Romantic Suspense Standalones:

Dirty Ugly Toy

El Malo

Notice

Sweet Jayne

The Road Back to Us

Surviving Harley

Love and Law

Moth to a Flame

Erased

 

Extremely Forbidden Romance Standalones:

The Wild

Hale

Like Dragonflies

 

Taboo Treats:

Bad Bad Bad

Coach Long

Ex-Rated Attraction

Mr. Blakely

Easton

Crybaby

Lawn Boys

Malfeasance

Renner’s Rules

The Glue

Dane

Enzo

Red Hot Winter

Dr. Dan

 

KKinky Reads Collection:

Share Me

Choke Me

Daddy Me

Watch Me

Hurt Me

Play Me

 

Contemporary Romance Standalones:

Wicked Lies Boys Tell

The Day She Cried

Untimely You

Heath

Sundays are for Hangovers

A Merry Christmas with Judy

Zeke’s Eden

Schooled by a Senior

Give Me Yesterday

Sunshine and the Stalker

Bidding for Keeps

B-Sides and Rarities

Conheartists

Cocksure Ace

No Tears with Him

 

Paranormal Romance Standalones:

Apartment 2B

Running Free

Mad Sea

Cold Queen

Delinquent Demons

 

Hood River Hoodlums:

Hood River Rat (Book 1)

Little Hoodlum (Book 2)

Campfire Chaos (Book 3)

Hood River Zero (Book 4)

 

War & Peace Series:

This is War, Baby (Book 1)

This is Love, Baby (Book 2)

This Isn’t Over, Baby (Book 3)

This Isn’t You, Baby (Book 4)

This is Me, Baby (Book 5)

This Isn’t Fair, Baby (Book 6)

This is the End, Baby (Book 7—a novella)

 

Lost Planet Series:

The Forgotten Commander (Book 1)

The Vanished Specialist (Book 2)

The Mad Lieutenant (Book 3)

The Uncertain Scientist (Book 4)

The Lonely Orphan (Book 5)

The Rogue Captain (Book 6)

The Determined Hero (Book 7)

 

2 Lovers Series:

Text 2 Lovers (Book 1)

Hate 2 Lovers (Book 2)

Thieves 2 Lovers (Book 3)

 

Pretty Little Dolls Series:

Pretty Stolen Dolls (Book 1)

Pretty Lost Dolls (Book 2)

Pretty New Doll (Book 3)

Pretty Broken Dolls (Book 4)

 

The V Games Series:

Vlad (Book 1)

Ven (Book 2)

Vas (Book 3)

 

Four Fathers Books:

Pearson

 

Four Sons Books:

Camden

 

Elite Seven Books:

Gluttony

Greed

 

Royal Bastards MC:

Koyn

 

Truths and Lies Duet:

Hidden Truths

Stolen Lies

 

Books Only Sold on K’s Website and Eden Books:

The Wild

The Free

Hale

Bad Bad Bad

This is War, Baby

Like Dragonflies

 

The Breaking the Rules Series:

Broken (Book 1)

Wrong (Book 2)

Scarred (Book 3)

Mistake (Book 4)

Crushed (Book 5 – a novella)

 

The Vegas Aces Series:

Rock Country (Book 1)

Rock Heart (Book 2)

Rock Bottom (Book 3)

 

The Becoming Her Series:

Becoming Lady Thomas (Book 1)

Becoming Countess Dumont (Book 2)

Becoming Mrs. Benedict (Book 3)

 

Alpha & Omega Duet:

Alpha & Omega (Book 1)

Omega & Love (Book 2)

 

Elizabeth Gray Books:

Blue Hill Blood
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