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She was my first love.

She was my first hate.

The very sun in my world tried to burn me alive with her lies and cruelty.

Until I dimmed her light for good…

Or so I thought.

 

Now she’s back.

Cracked. Broken. Lost.

And for the first time in a long time, I feel free.

Free from our past. Free from my present that suffocates me. Free to destroy her future.

 

Her misery is my music.

Thrilling. Invigorating. Intoxicating.

 

For so long, all I’ve done is hate her.

So why do I love her?
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To my husband.

I wrote this especially for you.

I behave sometimes.

 


 

 

 

Every passing minute is another chance to turn it all around.

Sofía—Vanilla Sky
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Raven

 

One month ago…

 

I run the scissors along the edges of her hair, careful not to do a sloppy job. This one, I’ll call her Mary, is every bit as perfect as the girls I know. She has sleek brown hair. Not a strand out of place. Same as the others. Perfect. Their lips glossy and their lashes dark. All wearing the same contemptuous stares barely hidden by a semi-polite plastic smile. They look at me, especially this Mary, as if they know everything about me. Whore, she seems to say, as if she knows me. Dirty whore. As if they can take one look at my frumpy clothes and worn shoes and know exactly who I am on the inside.

They don’t know me.

Not really.

Nobody knows me. Including me.

Even I’m still trying to figure it out.

And one day I will.

I continue carving more girls with utmost precision using my razor-sharp scissors, all the while humming a song I’ve made up. One of the pictures I choose is of a blonde. Blue eyes, wide and innocent. I push her picture to the side. She’s different. Her eyes see things others don’t see even though she hides behind the same perfection as they do.

Do you see me?

Rome’s bass thumps from his bedroom beside mine and I smile on the inside. Twins. He and I shared the womb, but that’s not all we share. His inky black hair is the same shade as mine. The flecks of brown in his green eyes are slightly darker, but side by side they look similar. To an outsider. He’s well over six feet, but I’m nearly there, which is tall for an eighteen-year-old woman. Our features may be similar, but our personalities wildly differ.

Rome is angst and irritation and perpetual scowls.

I’m hopeful and pleasant and always smiling.

To an outsider.

I see what my brother doesn’t share with others. The broken heart he still carries for our dead mother. The overwhelming hate he has for our father. The way he tries to protect me by shutting me out. Rome bottles it all up and hides behind glares. He turns up his rock music and offers his middle finger to anyone who dares to peek inside.

And yet, even though I see past my brother’s walls, he doesn’t even see mine. My walls are invisible.

I’m shyness and smiles and never tears. I’m untouched. Shielded by the harms of the outside world. Innocent. A peacemaker.

To an outsider.

A pang tugs at my heartstrings and I let out a rush of breath. I won’t think about him. I won’t think about anything. My heart makes reckless decisions. I’m tired of letting my heart decide.

I continue to cut out vapid-looking young women straight from the Seventeen magazine Rome bought me after school and punch holes through their eyes with my pencil.

They. Don’t. See. Me.

With no smile, I glue the pictures of pretty girls on the paper, making a rainbow with their eyeless faces. Below them, I paste a picture of a raven. On top of the raven, I glue the top half of the blonde with her eyes still intact. When the glue dries, I’ll be able to lift the flap and see the raven. Just as she might possibly see me. My stupid heart always hopes for silly things.

I stare at the picture for a long while—until the afternoon sun disappears and I can smell whatever it is Rome is cooking. Next month, we’ll graduate from high school. Rome wants to go off to a fancy university, but the best he’ll be able to afford is community college. I wish he had more opportunities in this life. I wish our father wasn’t a lowlife drunk who hurt others when he was too cowardly to hurt himself. I wish…

I wish for so many things I’ll never have.

The squeak of brakes on Dad’s old Chrysler alerts me to the fact that he’s home from his shift at the plant. It’s after dark, which means he stopped by the bar on the way home. And with Rome in the kitchen with his music blaring through the house that will no doubt provoke our father, there’s only one way this night will end.

Badly.

I need to run interference.

As much as I hate our father, I hate it worse when our father beats on my brother.

So, I put on my smile.

The one Dad likes. The one they all like. The one Rome hates.

Because even though he doesn’t see my walls, he senses them. Maybe it’s the whole twin thing or maybe I’m not as invisible as I’d like to think.

The front door slams, rattling all the windows in the house, and I know I must hurry. I shove my picture into the dilapidated desk drawer and bolt from my room. It smells like spaghetti and I’m sad that Dad will try to ruin the meal for everyone.

“Dad!” I cry out when I see my father stumbling for the kitchen on a rampage. He nearly knocks a lamp off an end table in his haste to rip into my brother for God only knows what.

But Dad sees the me I want him to see.

The smile he likes. The smile they all like. The smile Rome hates.

His tense shoulders relax and he opens his arms for a hug.

I run to him because I have to.

I hug him because I have to.

I choke on his liquor breath because I have to.

One day soon, I won’t have to.
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Courtney

 

Last day of school…

 

“Don’t look, but he’s staring at you,” Whitney says, wickedness dancing in her wide brown eyes as she pops a grape into her mouth.

Naturally, I look.

My eyes lock with Rome Murray, the school freak. He holds my stare from just below his black messy hair. His jaw clenches and I shudder. Snapping my gaze back to Whitney, I hiss, “Why is he staring at me?”

“Probably wants to carve you up like a pumpkin and put you on his shelf like all the missing girls on that crime show you always watch.” She pops her gum and leans forward, giving me a full view of her cleavage that’s probably not school acceptable. Not that it would stop Whitney McConnell anyway. Her dad’s a civil defense attorney who plays golf with our principal on the regular. She gets away with everything.

“Rome doesn’t kidnap and murder girls,” I say with a laugh as I peel the sticker off my apple.

She pokes at her salad with her fork and shrugs. “Right. That’s his twin freak. She probably has a basement full of dead bodies.”

At the mention of Rome’s sister, Raven, I can’t help but turn my head and look for her. There was a time when we were almost friends. Back in tenth grade. We’d been assigned biology lab partners. She was quiet and funny. Said some strange things, but I found myself eager to hear what she had to say. I’d almost invited her to a movie or something when Whitney caught wind of it. Ew, she’s a weirdo and people like us don’t hang out with people like her, Court, she’d said. I kept my distance after that.

The twins are the school’s oddballs. Sure, we have the nerds and the Emos and the freaks who are all people Whitney and I don’t associate with, but the twins seem in a league all of their own. Rome sits by himself as if people are a disease and it’s catching. Raven hides in the bathroom a lot. Sometimes, at lunch, she’ll sit outside under a tree alone. I’ve always wondered why the Murray twins don’t sit together.

“Anyway, this summer is ours. We’re both eighteen now, so we can do whatever the hell we want,” Whitney says, her lips turning up in an impish grin.

I smile back. “A whole summer without cheerleading practice or Coach Pelt drilling us seems like heaven.”

“Until we get to Northwestern. Coach Daniels is twice as intense as Coach Pelt. The squad there practices just as hard as the football players. I’ve watched some of their practices on YouTube. Extreme, Court. We’re going to have to be in major shape.” Her lip slightly curls when she eyeballs the roll on my lunch tray.

My stomach grumbles. I’d wanted to eat carbs the entire summer, but something tells me Whitney is going to keep me in line. I’m going on an athletic scholarship, so I can’t mess it all up just because I’m starved for bread and cake and, oh God, mashed potatoes.

“No,” Whitney grumbles as she steals my bread. “I see the way you’re giving that roll your fuck-me eyes. Isn’t going to happen on my watch.” With an evil giggle, she launches it behind me.

I jerk my gaze around just in time to see it bounce off the side of Rome’s head. When he darts his furious glare my way, Whitney laughs. It’s sweet and innocent, but I can hear the twinge of disdain.

“Oops. Sorry. My friend is clumsy.” She pats me on the top of the head as if I were the one who threw the bread.

His eyes narrow at me and he scratches his finger along his sharp jaw line. Something about the way he does it is menacing. He scares me. With one simple movement, he can send ripples of fear skittering down my spine.

“Why did you do that?” I whine, shooting Whitney a horrified stare.

She smirks as she picks at her salad. “I was saving you from carbs.”

“By trying to get me murdered?”

“Calm your tits,” she huffs. “He wouldn’t murder you…” Another evil grin. “At school.”

“You suck.”

“Really well,” she agrees. “Just ask Kason.”

We both start to giggle at the mention of her boyfriend. He worships her. They’re the stereotypical high school couple. Captain of the cheerleading squad and football quarterback. His family doesn’t come from as much money as hers does, so he follows her around like a lost puppy. Little does he know, after school she’s breaking up with him. She wants to be free for the summer before college.

I bite into my apple and ignore the guilt twisting in my belly. It was our pact. We’d both break up with our boyfriends this summer. I really like Lee, but what Whitney says goes. And he’s going to a different university anyways. Probably better this way.

“Life is about to get a whole lot more exciting for us,” Whitney chirps, dragging me from my inner thoughts. “Get ready, bestie, we’re about to cause a storm.”
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One week later…

 

“God, you smell good,” Lee mutters, his breath hot against my throat. He presses kisses up to my earlobe and gently tugs there. Heat courses through me and my panties are soaked with need. Lee was who I lost my virginity to before Christmas and we’ve had sex countless times after. I was supposed to break up with him last week after graduation. But then he went on vacation with his parents. And now, he’s here.

“Lee…” It’s all I can manage with his hand up my shirt and his mouth on my neck. Right now, in this moment, I don’t want to break up with him. I want him to fuck me.

“When will your mom be home?”

“Not for another thirty minutes,” I whisper.

He pulls away and flashes me a dimpled grin. Lee plays football with Kason. I think he’s better looking than Kason, but I’d never tell Whitney that.

“Looks like I have time to get inside your wet panties then, huh?” His hazel eyes twinkle with mischief.

You’re supposed to be breaking up with him.

“Just enough time,” I agree, my words breathless.

He laughs and peels away my shirt in record time. Clothes get ripped away in a flurry. Once his cock is sheathed in a rubber, he pushes inside me. Whitney blabs about orgasms all the time, but I’ve never had one with Lee. I can get myself off, but when he and I are together, it’s different. It’s more of the human contact that I get off on. I like the way it feels when his hard chest is pressed against my breasts. I like the way his eyes turn wild with desire right before he comes. It’s orgasmic in a different way.

“Fuck, baby,” he groans as he ruts away on top of me. “You’re always so tight. I’m going to come so hard inside you. You’re gonna milk my fat dick dry.”

I bite my lip to keep from laughing. It comes out as a whimper that he misconstrues as a moan of pleasure.

“That’s it,” he urges. “Get after it, girl.”

This time, a giggle slips out. His dirty talk is…special.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” He closes his eyes and thunders his hips against me. “Fuck.”

I’m grinning up at him, enjoying the way sweat drips down his temple, when he finally comes. With a loud groan, he orgasms.

“You’re so hot,” he murmurs, his eyes reopening to admire me.

I beam at him. “Thanks.”

His frown that appears suddenly steals my smile. “But…”

My heart stops inside my chest. “But what?” Do I have a pimple? Is my face looking greasy? Has he noticed I’ve put on a pound?

“But, we’re both going to different colleges and…” He slides out of me and rolls off the bed to dispose of the condom. His voice carries from the bathroom where he starts taking a piss. “I’m just not ready for a long-distance relationship.”

The words—words I’d planned on using on him myself—sting when they’re directed my way.

“W-What?”

He flushes the toilet and bypasses the sink to hunt for his pants. Embarrassed, I sit up and drag a pillow across my lap.

“You heard me,” he grunts, his gaze not meeting mine. “We should see other people.”

I blink in shock. “But we…you and I just…”

He snorts. “It was just fucking, Court. That’s all we ever did.”

“You were my boyfriend,” I screech. Hot tears well in my eyes and I hate how emotional I’m getting over this.

“Don’t be dramatic.”

A tear snakes down my cheek and drips from my jaw. “That’s it? Just fuck and run?”

He shrugs as he buttons his jeans and grabs his baseball cap from my dresser. “If you want to fuck again sometime this summer, as friends, you have my number. I just don’t want to be tied down. I’ll miss your blowjobs, though, baby.” He winks at me as if we’re sharing a cute secret. Bile rises in my chest.

“Lee…”

“There’s nothing else to say,” he says softly. “You’ll probably meet your husband at Northwestern. I was just a lame high school boyfriend. You were just some girl I dated for a bit. I promise, there is more out there for the both of us.” He tips his head before swiping his keys from my dresser and heading out.

This summer is already off to a shitty start.
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“I guess I don’t understand why you’re so upset,” Whitney bites out as she paints her toenails a bright orange that makes her golden skin seem even tanner.

Lee officially broke up with me last night and I’m still bothered by it. It was my plan to break up with him, so I don’t understand why I’m upset either.

“Yeah,” I concede. “I guess you’re right. But why did he have to fuck me first?” That’s the part that stings the most.

My best friend lifts a brow and levels me with one of her no-nonsense gazes. “Because he’s an asshole. Most high school boys are. We’re about to embark on a whole new world. We’ll be around men at Northwestern. Actual men who aren’t pussies and know what they want. Lee did you a favor.”

“He said we could still fuck this summer.”

Whitney snorts. “I bet he did. Screw him. You’d be better off using my singles app I downloaded. Hot, local guys down to fuck at all hours of the day.”

I crack a smile. “Ha. Ha.”

“Seriously!” she exclaims and laughs. “I already slept with one guy I met through the app. A man.”

“What? How am I just learning about this?”

“Because you were too busy still playing house with Lee.”

I sit up on my knees on her bed. “Tell me about it. Tell me about this guy.”

She shrugs and pops her gum. “DealFinder was his screen name. He was older. Thirty-eight. Some corporate guy downtown. I met him at a restaurant and he fucked me in the bathroom. We ate lunch and then parted ways. The end.”

Shaking my head, I point my finger at her. “You can’t just give me a watered-down version! Was he hot?”

“He was hot but kind of stuck on himself. The guy didn’t even make sure I came. Of course, I did, but that’s beside the point.”

I pick up her phone and locate the app. Sure enough, singles of both sexes show up. “Women too?” I breathe as heat creeps up my throat.

She curses when she drips a blob of orange nail polish on the top of her foot. “Yeah? So? College is about experimentation. I’m starting early.”

I’m scrolling through the faces on the app, on a hunt for anyone familiar. When a pair of haunted green eyes fill my screen, I stop and stare.

“Is that Raven Murray?” I question and hold her phone up.

Whitney’s eyes widen. “Oh my God! It is!”

I laugh and start to scroll again, but Whitney steals her phone back. She squints as she reads Raven’s profile. Her name on the app is PoetPrincess99 and not her real name.

“Can you imagine if she met up with DealFinder? He would have ripped her apart and left her a sobbing mess on the bathroom floor.” She snorts. “Just a little girl playing in a woman’s world.” Her features darken as she glares at Raven’s picture.

I frown. “Maybe we should warn her that there are jerks out there.”

She laughs and shakes her head. “No. Maybe we should teach her a lesson. It’ll be better coming from us and not some strange man.”

“What do you mean?”

“Here,” she says as she grabs my phone. “We’ll create a profile on your phone. A man. We can lead her on a bit and then tell her she’s been catfished. She learns her lesson about online dating and it’ll be funny as fuck for us. Everyone wins.”

My stomach tightens with nerves. “I don’t know. It sounds mean.”

Whitney rolls her eyes. “The world is mean. Best if she learns it now.”

I bite on my lip and watch as she taps away on my phone. After a few minutes, she hands it back to me.

LonelyLogan69.

“What a horrible screen name,” I complain. “She’s not going to chat with some guy named LonelyLogan69.”

“Have you seen his picture?” Her eyebrows waggle.

A picture of Zac Efron.

“She’s not stupid, Whit.”

“We’ll see,” she retorts. “Private message her. Since you’re the ‘nice’ one around here, I’ll let you do the typing.”

Some of the unease melts away. I remember things she told me in biology, so I’ll use them to my advantage.

LonelyLogan69: You’re pretty. I’d like to chat with you but am new to this. Not ready to meet.

Whitney peeks at my message once I send it and nods. “Easy. Now lure her in.”

“If she even replies—”

The phone buzzes in my hand.

PoetPrincess99: Thank you. You’re cute too. Is that really your picture?

Whitney and I both giggle.

LonelyLogan69: It is. Are you really a poet, princess?

“Oh, that’s good,” Whitney says, grinning.

PoetPrincess99: I dabble in poetry. It calms my thoughts.

LonelyLogan69: What kind of thoughts?

PoetPrincess99: Dark ones. Confusing ones. Sad ones.

My heart sinks. In biology, she always smiled. As though she were happy. As though she didn’t notice that she was poor and wore dated clothes that hung from her thin body. As though everyone wasn’t laughing behind her back. As though the whole world didn’t matter.

“Keep it going,” Whitney orders. “I’m going to go dry my hair. We’re going to Claudia’s party tonight.”

I give her a weak smile before settling back against the pillows.

LonelyLogan69: Are your thoughts calm right now?

PoetPrincess99: My dad’s not home, so life is always calm when he’s not here.

My heart rate spikes. This feels intrusive and not funny. As much as I like playing games with Whitney, this feels different.

LonelyLogan69: Is he mean to you?

I don’t remember seeing any bruises on her but then again, she always wore long sleeves even in the spring when the temperature would get up to ninety degrees. As a matter of fact, so did Rome. Such a strange duo.

PoetPrincess99: Not to me. To my brother.

I let out a sigh of relief for Raven’s sake but then a sick sensation settles in my stomach.

LonelyLogan69: He hurts your brother?

PoetPrincess99: He hits on him when he’s been drinking. Anyway, how old are you? What do you do for fun?

I want to probe her more on her father and brother, but she clearly wants to change the subject.

LonelyLogan69: I’m eighteen. I like going to football games.

Not lies.

PoetPrincess99: Ahh, so you’re probably into the cheerleader types. I’m not like that. I have a brain.

Her comment irritates me and I feel defensive.

LonelyLogan69: Cheerleaders are smart too. That was mean.

PoetPrincess99: Sorry. You’re right. I’m not good at this…whatever this is. I just opened an account with this app because I only wanted someone to talk to. I’ve had a rough couple of days. And if all goes well…maybe we could meet.

My heart seems to skip a beat in my chest. Doesn’t she know this isn’t safe? She’s not like Whitney. Whitney could bring a grown man to his knees with one evil glare. But not Raven. Raven is too innocent.

LonelyLogan69: You don’t even know me. It’s not safe to meet with people you don’t know.

PoetPrincess99: I’m desperate to know someone. Anyone. I’m desperate for them to know me too. I work at Hamby’s Diner. You could come see me tomorrow if you wanted. I don’t have much time to meet anyone.

LonelyLogan69: Not. Safe. I can’t believe you just told me where you work! And why don’t you have time? Are you going off to college in another city or state?

She takes a minute to respond and I’m considering telling her who I am. The lesson doesn’t need to be a hard one, but all it takes is some sicko she meets off this app to get her alone.

PoetPrincess99: Sorry. Again. What else do you like besides football?

LonelyLogan69: I like music. Not this newer stuff. My mom always made me listen to her music, so it just kind of grew on me. My best friend makes fun of me because I’m not obsessed with Taylor Swift like she is.

PoetPrincess99: Your best friend is a girl? Is that hard?

I scrunch my nose and it takes a minute for me to realize what she means. Because she thinks I’m a guy. Oops.

LonelyLogan69: I’m not interested in her like that.

PoetPrincess99: Good.

LonelyLogan69: Can you send me a poem?

I remember Raven always scribbling things in her composition book. I’m sure she has plenty of poetry to send.

PoetPrincess99: Eyes so dead. Hearts cold. Today is my prison. Tomorrow is my savior.

The hair dryer stops and Whitney comes waltzing out. She peeks over my shoulder and laughs.

“That’s stupid.” With a flip of her silky brown hair, she walks into her closet to hunt for an outfit.

LonelyLogan69: I thought poetry was supposed to rhyme.

PoetPrincess99: You thought wrong.

LonelyLogan69: It doesn’t make any sense.

PoetPrincess99: It makes perfect sense to me.

I start to wonder if it’s a blonde thing that I’m not getting it when she replies again.

PoetPrincess99: My dad just got home. I need to go check on things. Chat later? Maybe you can write me a poem.

She goes offline on the app and I let out a sigh. My mind buzzes with curiosity. I’ve hardly spoken to her aside from the few times in class. Each time, she was pleasantly guarded. I want to know more about her.

Clearly, Raven isn’t the girl I thought I knew.




[image: ]

Raven

 

LonelyLogan69: Your hair is cute in a ponytail. It suits you.

I keep staring at his latest message and my heart won’t stop thundering inside my rib cage. Like bats. Bats trapped in a cave as someone swings a fiery torch.

Flap. Flap. Flap.

They scatter and screech but have nowhere to go.

PoetPrincess99: I was swamped with customers. I don’t remember seeing you.

I hope he wasn’t there when I fell. One of the vapid cheerleaders—one who I hate for many, many reasons—sat in my section today. Spilled her water all over the floor and didn’t tell me. When I rushed past her table, I slipped and landed on my ass hard. I’m pretty sure I cracked my tailbone.

LonelyLogan69: I was there. I’m sorry you fell. Are you okay?

Heat burns up my throat and settles on my cheeks. When Whitney and one of her mindless sheep were sitting in my section, I was frazzled beyond belief. I wish I had paid better attention to the other patrons.

PoetPrincess99: I’ll be okay. I’m embarrassed you saw that.

LonelyLogan69: I was surprised you were still smiling when you got back up. I would’ve cried.

I smile on the inside. A true smile. One only I see.

PoetPrincess99: It wasn’t a real smile. They’re never real.

I’m not sure why I just told him this, but I vowed I’d let someone know me. Even this good-looking Internet stranger.

LonelyLogan69: What do you mean?

PoetPrincess99: I mean that they don’t know me. They don’t know who I am on the inside…just what I let them see on the outside.

LonelyLogan69: Can you send me a real smile?

My chest squeezes, which makes the bats go even wilder.

Flap. Flap. Flap.

Without thinking too hard, I turn the camera to face me and let a real one slip out. I send it to him before I change my mind.

I smile on the outside. A real smile. The smile I don’t give to others. The smile I usually keep for myself.

LonelyLogan69: I think you should smile…really smile…more often.

That makes me smile bigger. Wider. Brighter.

Someone beats on my door and I nearly cry out. Quickly, I turn off the phone and lean against my pillows.

“Come in,” I squeak out.

The door creaks open and Dad stumbles in. Sometimes, when he’s really drunk, he likes to sleep in my bed with me. It makes me uncomfortable but then he murmurs how much he misses Mom and guilt consumes me. I let him hold me because it beats the alternative. I’d much rather feel awkward with my dad in my bed than feel horrified when he beats my brother’s ass.

He sheds his shirt and kicks off his shoes. Without a word, he slides into bed beside me. Immediately, he’s snoring logs with his heavy arm draped over my waist.

LonelyLogan69: I know all about fake smiles, though.

This piques my curiosity.

PoetPrincess99: You do?

LonelyLogan69: I’m expected to always have my face on as my mom says. It’s annoying because I’m not always happy. I don’t want to smile just because we see the mayor and his wife in town. I certainly don’t smile when I see him at the country club with his mistress.

PoetPrincess99: Just be thankful you have a mom. And ew…the mayor sometimes comes into the diner. He’s an ass.

I feel eyes on me and dart my gaze to the doorway. Rome stares at me with his arms crossed over his chest. His jaw clenches and unclenches. Disgust ripples from him as he takes in the way our father hugs me in his sleep.

I flash him a smile. The smile the others love. The fake smile. The smile I have perfected. The one Dad likes. The one Rome hates.

“Old man, you’ve got a bed.” Rome seethes. His lip is swollen and split. A dark circle is forming around one eye. I guess I can’t stop them all no matter how hard I try.

I shake my head at him. “Stop. It’s fine. He just misses Mom.”

Rome’s eyes flicker with emotion before he hardens his stare. “It’s not fine, Raven. It’s fucking sick.”

I swallow and nod. “It’ll be okay. He’s just sleeping. Dad doesn’t hurt me. Get some rest. Don’t you have to be up at the shop early?”

He stares for a beat longer before storming out of my room and slamming his bedroom door behind him. Dad startles but doesn’t wake from his slumber.

I look down at my phone and am happy that Logan has responded.

LonelyLogan69: He’s probably a terrible tipper too.

PoetPrincess99: He is. The worst. By the way, my name is Raven.

LonelyLogan69: I know…I saw your nametag.

PoetPrincess99: Is your name really Logan?

LonelyLogan69: If I told you my real name, I’d have to kill you.

A small chuckle escapes me. A real one. A laugh that’s only for Logan.

PoetPrincess99: I’ll learn your real name eventually. Until then, good night, Lonely Logan.

LonelyLogan69: I’m not lonely right now.

At this, I beam and my face aches from the sensation. Smiling hurts.

PoetPrincess99: Me neither. I like the feeling. I like it a lot.

I plug in my phone and flick off the lamp. Dad reeks of hard liquor but thankfully is completely passed out. I’m able to nudge him enough to rouse him. He rolls over with his back to me. I start to fall asleep with Logan’s picture on my mind and a real smile on my face but then my phone buzzes again.

LonelyLogan69: Do you ever feel like fate pushes two people together on purpose? Like it knows one isn’t as strong as the other?

I stare at the phone, my stomach hollowing out. All the bats drop dead inside my empty heart.

No flapping. No flapping.

Those words dig themselves deep into my heart and I selfishly wish they were truly meant for me. Unfortunately, I’m smart enough to know better.

PoetPrincess99: I do.

I don’t smile. I don’t smile at all. Not for me. Not for him. Not for anyone.
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Courtney

 

Two months later…

 

I sit in the downstairs lobby of a swanky hotel downtown as I wait for my best friend. She’s gone wild this summer. Dragged me to every club and every party she can find. Dresses like a high-dollar hooker and fucks like one too. Except, she’s giving it all away for free. Like now. She’s upstairs fucking a guy she met off the app before we go to dinner. I threw a fit earlier about how reckless she was being—at how unsafe all of this is—but Whitney does what she wants. I thought I was going to have to tell Mr. McConnell, but my fears were calmed a bit when she told me the guy she’s seeing knows her dad. I’m not one to judge, but this crap has really gotten out of hand.

Thankfully, I have her to keep me entertained.

My phone buzzes and I grin. I’ve learned so much about Raven the past couple of months and truth be told, I really like her. She’s funny and smart. I love how quick-witted she is too. Back when we were in high school, she seemed like some quiet loner kid. Now that I’ve gotten to know her, I realize she and I aren’t so different after all.

Except when it comes to our taste in movies.

PoetPrincess99: Lalalalala.

I laugh out loud and earn a nasty glare from the bellhop.

LonelyLogan69: You can’t change my mind. The Iron Man movies were the best of all the superhero movies.

PoetPrincess99: How can you even say that after seeing Wonder Woman? She’s…everything.

LonelyLogan69: Girl power and all that jazz, but Iron Man is just a badass.

PoetPrincess99: You can’t convince me, so you might as well stop trying.

I’m dying to see what her face looks like now. Is she fired up and passionate about Wonder Woman of all things? The thought is comical because she’s usually Miss Serious with her poetry and talks about psychological stuff I know nothing about. Apparently, if forced to choose, she’d become a child psychologist one day.

LonelyLogan69: I want to see your face right now.

Seconds later she sends me a picture. Her green eyes glitter with defiance and the middle finger is a nice touch. I laugh again.

LonelyLogan69: Still pretty.

And she is. It makes me feel guilty that she thinks I’m a man. I’ve thought about trying to set her up with one of my guy friends. It would take some convincing to get one to take her out, but I feel like if they got to know her like I have, they’d really like her.

PoetPrincess99: Come see me again at the diner. Tomorrow. Maybe this time, introduce yourself.

I’m about to respond when my best friend texts me.

Whitney: Come to room 543. Dan invited some friends. We’re done screwing around, but he wants me to stay. He invited you too. I promise he’s safe…he went to school with my dad.

I cringe at the thought of hanging out with Dan. Earlier, when I’d met him in the lobby, I’d been appalled with how old he was. He had gray hair at his temples, for crying out loud. Whitney didn’t seem at all disturbed by the fact that Dan was every bit as old as her dad, or the fact that he knows him. I wonder if he knows what his friend is up to with his daughter.

Me: Really? Sounds like a snoozefest. Old people and all…

Whitney: Don’t be so immature. Dan’s a great guy. Besides, they have booze and candy.

With a sigh, I stand and head toward the bank of elevators. I catch my gaze in the mirrored reflection and frown. My blond hair has been straightened into silky smooth tresses. The black dress I’m wearing is expensive and hugs all my curves. I may not have found any guys since Lee broke up with me, but it hasn’t been from lack of trying. Hopefully no old dudes mack on me at this party. Unlike Whitney, I have standards.

LonelyLogan69: I want to officially meet you, but I don’t think you’ll like me.

That’s the truth. When I imagine the truth coming out, I see tears and accusations and hate. It makes me sick to my stomach. I want to keep this secret friendship going.

PoetPrincess99: Impossible. In fact…ugh. Never mind.

I enter the elevator and lose service until I reach the fifth floor. Once outside of the elevator, I reply back.

LonelyLogan69: Tell me. What were you going to say?

PoetPrincess99: My feelings are much stronger than like. I think I love you. Or the idea of you. I don’t know. I just look forward to talking to you every day. I look forward to the day you’ll hold me in your arms and kiss my lips. I’ve never been really kissed. Not by someone who truly cares. You’d be my first real kiss. My first real everything.

Again, guilt surges through me.

I’m about to reply when a hotel room door flies open and my best friend comes stumbling out. Her brown hair is disheveled and her eye liner is smeared.

“Come on,” she yells, “you’re going to love this shit.”

I let her lead me by the elbow. My phone buzzes and I wish I could reply back to Raven. Her words have my own heart tightening. Maybe when I tell her the truth, we can be friends. She’ll be devastated that I’m not a guy, but I’ve mostly tried to keep my personality real in our conversations. The only thing that isn’t real is my name and sex. Surely she could forgive me.

“Danny,” Whitney chirps as we enter the suite. “You’ve met my bestie Courtney.”

Dan’s eyes are now hooded and no longer alert as he lazily skims his gaze down my front. “Nice to see you again.”

When I give him a small wave, he grips my wrist and pulls me to him for a hug. Whitney giggles and he gropes my ass. Ew, gross. I push away from him and shoot her an annoyed stare. Before I can suggest we leave, more people start piling into the suite. I’m hungry and want to go home. Also, I don’t see candy anywhere.

“This is what I call happy candy,” a deep voice purrs from beside me. Another man, around the same age as Dan, smiles wolfishly at me. “I’m Nathan.”

I give him a fake smile that Raven would be proud of and take the offered pill in his palm. Instead of swallowing it down, I hold it in my fist. “Thanks.”

“When it kicks in, come see me on the balcony. I can make you feel better than you ever have in your entire life,” he boasts as he winks.

Weirdo.

He saunters off to pass out more “candy” and I seek out Whitney. She’s sitting in Dan’s lap on the bed while she grinds against him. Yuck. Avoiding the unfolding scene, I slip into the bathroom and close the door behind me. People are laughing and the music is loud, but it’s quiet in the bathroom.

PoetPrincess99: I didn’t mean to scare you away.

LonelyLogan69: You didn’t scare me away. Tomorrow, I’ll be there. I swear it. You may not like what you see, though, but it’s time.

God, I hope she can forgive me.

I’m about to put my phone away and drag my friend from the party when the door flies open. Whitney stumbles in, grinning at me.

“Did you find the candy?”

I hold the pill in my hand up to show her. “This candy? This isn’t you, Whitney. We should leave.”

Her smile falls and she glares. “Oh my God. Don’t be such a prude.” She plucks the pill from my grip and motions for me to open my mouth. “Take it. Since when do you act like this anyway?”

I stare at the pill with a frown. “I don’t even know what it is.”

“It just makes you relax and feel better. You need to relax,” Whitney says, her features softening. “Soon, our schedules will be dominated by cheerleading and college courses. Come on, bestie, just one night to let loose. Do it for me?” She gives me her sad puppy dog eyes that always used to work on me when we were kids.

“I don’t know…”

“Please,” she begs. “After tonight, I’m done. We’ll focus on getting stuff for the dorms and new outfits. Whatever you want. All I’m asking is for one night to relax.”

I’m pretty wound up at the idea of confessing everything to Raven tomorrow, so maybe I do need to relax. With a sigh, I accept the acrid pill, ignoring her squeal of excitement. I swallow it dry and gag.

“We should go soon, though,” I press on. “I’m starving.”

“We’ll raid the hotel mini fridge. It’ll be fine.”

My phone lights up and she snags it from me. Before I can protest, she starts laughing so hard tears roll down her cheeks.

“You’ve still kept up with this?” she questions through her tears. “I totally forgot about that cunt.”

I frown. “She’s not a cunt.”

She waves me off as she reads. “Awww, how cute. She’s in love with you.”

“Whitney…”

When she starts typing a response, I stand from the toilet and try to take it away. She’s taller than me and easily keeps it from my grip.

“Chill out,” she snaps. “We’re just having fun.” She holds out the phone so I can read what she wrote.

LonelyLogan69: I love you too.

Bile creeps up my throat. “Okay, that’s enough. Give me my phone back.”

Her lip curls up and she glares. “No.”

“Whitney—”

The phone buzzes again.

PoetPrincess99: Really?

Whitney’s fingers fly across the keyboard as she responds.

LonelyLogan69: Really. Now I’m ready to move to the next step. Show me something sexy.

“Whitney!” I cry out.

She laughs and gives me a small shove. The “candy” is starting to kick in because I lose my balance and fall hard on the bathroom floor.

“Oh my God!” she screeches. “She’s got the boniest body ever! It’s like she’s anorexic!”

Horror washes over me and I scramble to my feet. Whitney has a death grip on my phone but shows me a picture of Raven with her shirt pushed up to her bra. Silvery scars are all over her abdomen. I want to ask her about them, but Whitney is already asking her questions of her own.

LonelyLogan69: Can you show me more? I want to see everything. Are you horny for me?

“Give me my phone or so help me our friendship is over,” I threaten as tears prickle my eyes. I’m unsteady on my feet and now wish I hadn’t taken that pill on an empty stomach.

Whitney’s plump lips part open. “Are you fucking serious right now? You’re choosing Raven the fucking weird-ass over me? We’ve been best friends since the second grade!”

My phone buzzes once more.

“She is such a loser to believe this shit!”

I burst into tears when she shows me the picture Raven sent. In the photo, her green eyes are so vulnerable and unsure. It makes me sick what we’re doing to her.

“Don’t fucking cry about it, Jesus,” Whitney snaps and shoves my phone back into my hand. “When you can stop acting like a baby, come join the party.”

She storms out of the bathroom, leaving me all alone. My body tingles from the effects of the pill and I’m suddenly feeling overheated. I set the phone down on the counter as I splash cool water on my neck. Once I’m feeling better, I let out a shaky breath and straighten my back. Curiosity gets the better of me and I find myself closely inspecting the pictures she sent.

LonelyLogan69: Tell me about the scars. You’re beautiful.

It’s true. She’s pretty in an ethereal way.

PoetPrincess99: They’re what I call a coping mechanism. And thanks.

LonelyLogan69: I wish I could touch you. I would kiss them all and make them better.

Heat surges through me as I imagine kissing her stomach. It’s easy to pretend for a moment that I’m him. And, for a moment, I do just that. I pretend. Sometimes I wish I weren’t me—that I was someone else. Someone better.

PoetPrincess99: Really?

LonelyLogan69: Of course really. I feel like I know you. Like really know you. Sometimes I wish I could just talk to you on the phone or have you come over.

PoetPrincess99: I want to.

LonelyLogan69: I want that too but there are things about me you’re going to hate. Trust me. If you could see past them…

My heart aches in my chest. If only she could.

PoetPrincess99: Trust me, I can.

I wish I could believe that.

LonelyLogan69: Will you massage yourself and think of me? Pretend it’s my tongue?

I don’t know why I said such a dirty thing to her, but now I’m slightly turned on. I’ve been in a dry spell for two months now. A lot of masturbation on my end.

PoetPrincess99: Yes. Where?

She really is innocent when it comes to sex. It makes me glad that I’m here to help her rather than some creepy stranger.

LonelyLogan69: Have you ever made yourself come before?

PoetPrincess99: No.

My panties dampen at the idea of helping her bring herself to orgasm.

LonelyLogan69: Spread your thighs and make your pussy lips part open. Between the lips is a little nub of sorts. That’s your clit. Touch it and tell me how it feels.

PoetPrincess99: Wow. Okay, yeah. That feels good.

An image of her with her fingers between her thighs is hot. I push down my panties, allowing them to hit the floor, and touch myself beneath my dress just as I’ve instructed her.

LonelyLogan69: Rub firm circles there. Keep the motion steady. You’ll start to feel it build.

Tingles of pleasure zing through me as I massage my clit. I’m aroused and this is wrong, but I like it.

PoetPrincess99: It feels really good but maybe too intense. Like I should stop.

LonelyLogan69: Don’t stop. That’s the trick with orgasms. You have to keep going past the point to which you think you can’t bear it any longer. Then, you’ll fly over the edge of bliss. I’m touching myself too. We’ll come together.

She doesn’t reply, so I imagine she’s focusing on coming. So, I focus too. I circle my clit over and over again, enjoying the way the “candy” seems to be adding to the sensations. It doesn’t take long before I’m coming with a quiet raspy moan. Wetness trickles down my inner thigh from my release and I have to grip the counter to keep from collapsing. I’ve barely come down from my high when my phone buzzes.

PoetPrincess99: That was the best feeling of my life. Thank you.

I smile and tap out a reply.

LonelyLogan69: I want to see you.

Some small part of me wonders if she’ll just get over the fact that I’m not Logan but am in fact Courtney. Would she still talk to me via the app? Would she let me walk her through more orgasms?

PoetPrincess99: I want to see you too. My dad just got home. I have to go. Tomorrow. Maybe after my shift we can come back to my house and spend some time alone. I want you to make love to me. I love you.

LonelyLogan69: I love you too. We’ll talk tomorrow. Please keep an open mind.

She sends me another picture. A beautiful smile. Her cheeks are rosy from her orgasm and her green eyes twinkle with love. It makes my heart rattle inside me. Maybe it’s the “candy” or maybe it’s real. Either way, right now, my words are true. I love everything about her and feel oddly satisfied that I made her come.

I’m just tucking the phone away in my purse when the door gets pushed back open. I expect to see Whitney, but instead, it’s Nathan. He’s all smiles as he slips into the bathroom with me and closes the door behind him. I’m about to leave but then his mouth is on mine. The sudden kiss throws me for a loop but between the pill and the way my clit still throbs has me accepting the kiss. His strong hands grip my hips and he lifts me. My legs wrap around his waist and he grinds into me against the bathroom door as he attacks my mouth. I get lost in the sensation and crave more.

“I’m going to fuck you,” he murmurs against my mouth. “Going to stretch your pretty cunt wide-open with my fat cock. You ready?”

I start to giggle because he reminds me of Lee. And when I think of Lee, a level of desperation courses through me. “Y-Yes.”

My eyes roll back as he fumbles with his clothes. I hear the tear of a foil and then this man is inside me. His cock isn’t at all fat like he claims. In fact, he’s much smaller than Lee was. This makes me giggle some more. It doesn’t deter him and he thrusts hard against me. Soon, he’s grunting out his release.

Everything goes blissfully black as the pill sends me into a new world.
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I wake to a thundering in my skull. I’m naked and in bed between Whitney and Dan. Both are naked as well. Disgust hits me hard and heavy like a hurricane. I’m consumed by it. Used condoms litter the bed and I choke back vomit.

This is sick.

I’m sick.

Dan’s cock is hard against my thigh and when I sneak a peek at him, he’s staring at me. Fucking creeper.

“Put it in your mouth again and I’ll give you more candy,” he says, his eyes twinkling with mischief.

“W-What?”

“Last night you kept begging for more. Offered your mouth to everyone at the party. Luckily I had plenty of candy to keep you satisfied.” He thrusts his cock at my hip, making me cry out.

“I-I-I…Did we?”

“Fuck?”

I swallow down the bile and nod as tears blur my vision.

“You rode me like a fucking cowgirl. Between us, you’re a much better lay than your friend,” he says with a laugh.

I burst into tears and scramble off the bed, elbowing Whitney in the process. She grumbles and curses at me. Once I’m in the hotel bathroom, I lock the door behind me and stare at my naked reflection. Hickeys cover my neck and breasts. My blond hair is a tangled mess. Makeup is smeared everywhere.

I don’t recognize myself.

With a sob, I turn on the shower in a hurry to scrub the disgusting night from my body. This isn’t me. I don’t fuck two men in one night. Vomit comes up this time and I can’t stop it. I throw up in the shower and it causes me to cry harder. After a few minutes, though, I feel better and finish cleaning up.

Once out of the shower, I wrap up in a towel and hunt for my phone to check the time. My purse still sits on the counter, but my phone is missing. With a groan, I hurry out of the bathroom despite the world spinning around me and find my dress. I yank it back on and start searching for my phone.

“Get up, Whitney,” I snap. “We’re going home.”

“No. Dan says I can stay the weekend.”

“You can stay the weekend too,” he offers with a slimy grin.

“Whitney,” I beg as I tug at her wrist.

She sits up and glares at me. “I am a grown-ass woman and I’m staying. If you want to go hang out with your lesbian girlfriend then go.”

Dan sets to tearing open a condom and rolling it on his cock. “Come here,” he instructs Whitney.

She shoots another venomous look my way before straddling the old man. The moment they begin fucking, I bolt. My phone sits on the end table, so I grab it along the way. It’s dead, so the only thing I have to keep me company on the cab ride home are my self-loathing thoughts.

I fucked two men.

I’m a whore.

A loud, ugly sob escapes me, but the cab driver doesn’t pay me any mind. Soon, I’m back home and dressed in comfy clothes with the blanket pulled to my chin. My phone eventually comes back to life. I’m desperate to talk to someone. Not just anyone. Raven.

With shaky hands, I open the app. There is correspondence—stuff I know I didn’t type—and my heart sinks.

LonelyLogan69: Consider this your lesson, lesbian. You can’t trust people on the Internet.

I’m horrified to see a picture of me having sex with Dan. His hands are on my tits and my head is thrown back in ecstasy. I remember nothing.

PoetPrincess99: I don’t understand. Why are you sending me this picture?

LonelyLogan69: Your boyfriend is really a girl. Courtney Moss. How does it feel knowing you fell in love with a chick? That every word ever spoken between you two was a lie? You’re not as innocent as you try to make everyone think.

I start to cry because not every word was a lie. And I didn’t want her to find out like this. I continue reading with tears spilling down my cheeks.

PoetPrincess99: Why? Why would you people do this to me?

LonelyLogan69: Ask Courtney. It was her idea to drag you along. You really should learn, though. Internet pictures and conversations last forever. I bet you whore yourself out to everyone. What would your daddy think?

PoetPrincess99: PLEASE DO NOT INVOLVE MY FATHER. PLEASE. I WILL GIVE YOU MONEY OR WHATEVER YOU WANT.

LonelyLogan69: Courtney sent screenshots to his work. He and his work buddies are probably all jerking off to your conversations and pictures as we speak.

That’s it. No more correspondence. I launch myself from the bed and throw on some shoes. I look like hell, but it doesn’t matter. I’ll go to the diner and apologize. As far as I can tell, Whitney never sent the pictures anywhere from my phone, so at least Raven doesn’t have to worry about that threat becoming a reality.

Quickly, I tap out a message.

LonelyLogan69: I am SO sorry. I’m coming to see you. Please, let’s talk about this.

After I hit send, I bolt to the restaurant with a heavy heart but a determination to make things right with Raven Murray.
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Courtney

 

The bell dings above the diner door and I scan the restaurant for Raven. I don’t see her right away, so I slip into a booth. She hasn’t responded since my last message. I feel like shit, but I’m determined to fix this.

An older woman bustles over to my table and her eyes are bloodshot. She sets the menu down and her lip wobbles. “I’m Edna. What can I do for you, angel?”

I frown as I regard her. “Are you okay?”

A loud sob escapes her and she shakes her head. “I’m not. I j-just found out some devastating news.”

My own eyes shimmer with tears. “I’m so sorry. I don’t need anything. Water is fine. I’m just here to see someone.”

She sniffles and shakes her head. “Raven?”

I nod slowly. “Is she in?”

At my question, she starts crying harder. She sits down across from me in the booth and takes my hands in her weathered, wrinkly ones. “D-Did you n-not hear?”

“Hear what?”

“Her brother called us a little while ago. He found her this morning. Apparent overdose. I don’t know the details, sweetheart.”

My heart stops beating altogether.

“No,” I choke out as tears stream silently down my cheeks. “You’re wrong.”

She squeezes my hands tighter. “She’s gone.”

“No!” I yell as I jerk from her grip and nearly fall from the booth as I get to my feet. “She’s fine!”

The woman stares up at me with pity in her eyes. “I know this is upsetting news. Do you need a ride home?”

I stumble away from the table and start screaming for her. “Raven! Stop hiding! This is a dumb joke! You made your point!”

But she doesn’t reveal herself.

She doesn’t magically appear.

“You’re all liars!”

Raven Murray isn’t dead. She’s not. She can’t be.

I think about the nasty words Whitney sent. How they must have made Raven feel. I’m going to be sick.

What did I do?

What did I allow to happen?

“She’s not dead!” I scream again, hoping my words will make it true.

Keith Hamby, who owns the diner, grips my elbow from behind. “Come on, big mouth. I think you need a time-out.”

I let him guide me into the back as I sob uncontrollably.

Reality crashes down around me.

This. Is. Not. A. Joke.

“Raven,” I choke out.

He runs his fingers through my messy hair and murmurs, “I know. I’m so sorry.”
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Courtney

 

One year later…

 

“Order up!” Keith hollers from the back.

I shove my bookmark into a book I borrowed from the library and hustle over to the window. Keith gives me an encouraging wink that always works to lift my spirits. I grab a tray and fill it with baskets of piping hot food.

Friday nights are usually my big tip nights, but today it’s dead. The high school is having a football scrimmage to welcome the incoming ninth graders. It’s a big deal for our small town, which means anyone who is someone is there.

Except me.

And Mr. and Mrs. Hawkins.

“About time,” Mrs. Hawkins snips when I arrive at their table. She was a regular at Hamby’s Diner long before I ever worked here.

Back when she worked here.

A pang slices through my chest and I do my best to ignore it. I’ve had too many fragile days—as I call them—lately and I can’t afford to have another one. On those days, I lose myself to my dark thoughts and can’t get out of bed. Thankfully, Keith has been a godsend. Not long after what happened with Raven, I lost my job at the country club. I missed too many days. Keith of all people should hate me the most, but he’s one of the few who shows kindness to me. He gave me a job while I awaited my sentencing and said it’d still be there after my stint in jail.

“I asked for no pickles,” Mrs. Hawkins snaps when she lifts her bun. “Are you stupid, child?”

I blink at her and swallow down the emotion clogging my throat. “N-No. You didn’t say that. You always get pickles.” It’s true. She gets the same thing every time.

“Not today,” she exclaims, her voice shrill.

Mr. Hawkins grunts. “Today she asked for no pickles. For each second you spend arguing, that’s money coming off your tip.”

That’s a lie, though.

They never tip me.

Unless you count nasty notes scribbled on napkins.

My eyes prickle with tears and I take the burger basket back. “I’m sorry. I’ll get it remade.”

As soon as my back is turned, Mrs. Hawkins mutters, “It’s disgusting that they hire murderers here. Why do we even come to this restaurant?”

I rush away from them and blink desperately to chase off the tears. Of course they come, they always do. By the time I reach the window, Keith is waiting for me with a frown on his face.

“I overheard and threw a patty on the grill. They’re just giving you a hard time,” he grumbles. “Chin up, buttercup.”

I give him a wobbly smile because he’s one of the few people who can cheer me up. Keith isn’t much older than my mom and has assumed a fatherly role from the moment I stepped into his establishment screaming for Raven.

It was Keith who accompanied Mom and me to the trial.

It was Keith who has run out countless patrons not long after Raven died for harassing me.

It was Keith who looked after me when I felt like my world was going to crumple in on itself.

“I’m not a murderer,” I whisper, mostly to myself. But deep down, I know. It’s true. Had I not led Raven on and let things get out of hand, she’d be here today. I humiliated her and pushed her right over the edge. Not one minute of each day goes by where I don’t regret deceiving her.

“You’re not. You were sentenced accordingly,” Keith assures me, his voice quiet as he dresses the bun without pickles this time.

My mind drifts to the day I discovered my fate at the courtroom.
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Guilty.

I’ve been found guilty of the wrongful death of Raven Louise Murray.

My mother rubs my back as a pained sob rips from me. The judge is rattling off things I can hardly clutch onto and retain. Ninety days in jail for aggravated stalking. Six months of community service.

Felony. Felony. Felony.

The room spins around me and I grip the edge of the table to keep from falling from my chair. People are shouting behind me.

It’s not fair.

She deserves more.

This is an outrage.

Tears roll down my cheeks and soak my skirt. If I could take it all back, I would. I’d rewind to the day Whitney had her bright idea and stop it all. The very mention of my best friend has me crying harder.

Whitney got away without so much as a slap on her hand. She denied everything I said against her and her fancy lawyer dad made sure her perfect life was untouched. While I awaited trial, Whitney went off to Northwestern.

College is out of the question for me.

I now have a felony on my record.

I’m still processing my future when I feel his hateful gaze. It’s followed me for the duration of the trial. With one simple look, he’s able to slice my heart open and see all the dirty contents.

Stupid me always looks his way.

It’s as though I crave his punishment.

I deserve it.

It’s the least I can do for Raven.

Dragging my head to the side, I meet his vicious glare. His jaw is hard and flexes as though he’s desperately trying to hold in words that would have the power to hurt me.

I wish he’d free them.

In some ways, I welcome the pain of them.

Nothing will bring her back, but some verbal lashings would be a step closer in paying for my sins.

His nostrils flare as he regards me with disgust. Rome Murray sits beside his sickly looking father as if they’re a unified front, but neither of them has spoken during the entire trial. Rome seemed out of place at first wearing his suit that looks like maybe a hand-me-down from his father. I’d only ever seen him before in hoodies and jeans.

When an officer asks me to stand so he can place the cuffs on me, my heart tightens in my chest. I’m afraid. I don’t know what to expect. I’m better suited for tea parties and tennis and cheerleading. Not jail.

At seeing my fear, Rome does something that shocks me.

He smiles.

It’s beautiful and terrifying all at once.

And then he laughs. Cold. Hard. Hateful. Cruel.

I deserve this. I deserve it all.

I’m so sorry, Raven.

[image: ]

“Don’t let them get to you,” Keith says as he sets the burger basket on the ledge in front of me. “Why don’t you take off after this? We’re dead and I can manage any stragglers on my own.”

I don’t have the heart to tell him I need the money, though.

After the trial, my mom had to liquidate every single asset that was left over from my dad’s death to pay for the court fees and the monies I was later sued by the Murray family for. Nine hundred fifty thousand dollars in punitive damages awarded to the plaintiff. A time or two, she’s struggled to make our house payment and talks more frequently about selling my childhood home. I’d told her I’d figure out a way to pay the restitution on my own, because I was eighteen and it was my mess, but my mother wouldn’t have any of it.

My actions had so many ripple effects.

So many people were impacted by my stupidity.

This job is my only hope for a future. Over the summer, I spoke with a counselor at the local community college. I wanted to know if college was a consideration now that I have a felony on my record. They assured me that they accept those students on a case-by-case basis. However, I wouldn’t be eligible for any Pell grants or financial aid since those were government assistance and they aren’t keen on helping those who wronged against them. If I wanted to go to college, I had to save up for it and pay for it myself.

Right now, I have enough saved up for one semester. I’ll have to keep working at the diner through the fall semester in hopes to get the money for the spring term.

“I’ll stay another hour,” I call out over my shoulder to Keith. “Then I’ll head out.”

As I approach Mr. and Mrs. Hawkins, I feel like shriveling up on the inside. She looks at me over her glasses with disdain, as though I’m carrying a basket full of diseases rather than her hamburger.

“About time. I’ve filled up on French fries, though. I can hardly even think about touching this burger now,” she huffs as she jerks it from my grip. She makes a great show of checking under each layer for pickles.

“Do you need anything else?” I give them my fake, plastic smile I have to use a lot at the diner. The bell chimes and some people come in. “I’ll be with you in a minute!” I call out to them as I wait for any more instructions from this grumpy couple.

“I’d like to eat in peace,” Mr. Hawkins grumbles. “Without you hovering.”

I grit my teeth and nod. On the way to my new table, I grab a handful of menus and head over. When I reach the table, I lift my gaze. Three men. Not just any men.

Rome Murray.

Two of his friends.

Shit.

Rome looks harder than I remember. Edgier. Meaner. He certainly didn’t have the giant raven tattoo on the side of his neck last time I saw him. One wing of the bird spreads out over the front of his throat just under his Adam’s apple and the other wing wraps around the back of his neck. His black hair is less shaggy than I remember. It’s buzzed short on the sides and back, but the hair on top is longish, flopping down across one of his brows. If I wasn’t afraid of him, I’d be captivated by him.

“I, uh, um,” I choke out as I drop the menus on the table with a trembling hand.

Rome sits on one side of the booth alone and his eyes bore into me. I chance a look at him. Last time I saw him was months and months ago at the hearing. Tonight, I’m shocked to see him wearing a fitted wife beater. No hoodie. No long-sleeved shirt.

Bare arms.

Tattooed, muscular arms.

I always assumed he was thin and twiggy, but now I can see I was wrong.

He looks like he could crush me.

The evil glint in his glare says he’d like to.

“I want a vanilla shake, Diner Barbie,” one of the guys opposite of Rome says with a laugh. The guy has a shaved head but has a burly brown beard. He’s older, maybe late thirties. His stomach is rounded from probably drinking too many milkshakes.

I frown but scramble to get my pad out from my apron. “Uh, sure. And you?” I ask the other man. This guy has darker skin and nearly black eyes. He’s not as jovial as his friend.

“Coke.”

Swallowing, I turn to regard Rome. His eyes have never moved. He continues to stare unabashedly at me. “Do you have any specials? Like resurrection of the dead?” he sneers.

I’m so taken aback by his question that I stumble back a step. Heat floods up my throat and settles on my cheeks, but it’s the tears I have trouble containing. His words make me think of her.
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PoetPrincess99: Do you think we come back as something else when we die? I want to come back as a raven like my namesake.

LonelyLogan69: My mom says we go to heaven or hell.

PoetPrincess99: Your mom lacks imagination. What do you think?

LonelyLogan69: What if we don’t come back at all? What if we go nowhere? What if it’s the end and this is the only life we have?

PoetPrincess99: When did you get so deep?

My phone buzzes and she sends a selfie. Her pink lips are pursed and her brows are furled together in a contemplative way.

PoetPrincess99: I like my way better. I don’t want to be dust that gets blown away and forgotten.

LonelyLogan69: No one could ever forget you.

It’s true. We’ve been talking for a month now and I feel closer to Raven than I do to Whitney. I hate that it’s all a farce. One day I will tell her. Just not today.
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“Is she missing a few brain cells too?” the bearded guy questions.

“I’m s-sorry.” My words are barely a whisper.

“Water,” Rome snaps.

I rush away from them and escape so I can make their drinks. I want to run away altogether. The last thing I want to do is serve Rome. He probably wishes it were me who died that day. I press my eyes closed for a moment to keep the tears at bay and let out a ragged sigh. When I reopen my eyes, I catch my reflection in the dark window. I don’t even look like myself anymore. At one time, I had silky smooth platinum blond hair that my mom spent a lot of money on every six weeks. Now, my hair is a wavy mess piled up on top of my head in a bun. The bright blond is replaced by my natural golden honeyed color. My face that once was painted to perfection remains makeup free, showcasing freckles I used to hate but no longer find it in me to care. It’s my eyes that are different, though. They don’t twinkle and shine. They’re dull and bloodshot and always sad.

Mr. and Mrs. Hawkins leave as I’m finishing up. I notice Keith assisted them with paying their tab. From my vantage point, I can see two dollars sitting on the edge of the table that I know didn’t come from them. Keith will sometimes sneak money on tables as if I don’t know that he’s secretly trying to help me out. Neither of us speaks about it, but it means the world to me that he cares so deeply.

“I’m going to dump the trash out back. Will you be okay?” he asks as I push the straw into the milkshake and top it with whip cream. His eyes dart over to the table of guys.

“Of course,” I breathe.

He gives me another wink before disappearing to the back. I swallow down my unease and load my tray up. Their stares are on me as I approach, but I don’t dare meet their gazes this time. I set down each drink and then discard the tray on a nearby table before grabbing my tablet.

“What can I get you guys?”

“My sister.”

Another slice of pain rips through my chest and like the sucker I am, I dart my eyes to Rome’s. This time, he regards me with a bored expression. As if I’m shit on the bottom of his shoes.

“Rome—”

“Cheeseburger. No onions,” he barks out, interrupting me.

The other guys tell me their orders and I scribble it all down, hoping not to forget anything. Just as I’m about to turn and take their order to the kitchen, the dark-skinned man knocks over his glass of Coke. It runs along the table and off the edge right onto my tennis shoes.

“Oh!” I cry out as the soda soaks through to my socks.

“My bad,” he grunts.

The bearded guy laughs again like he’s insane. “Fuckin’ clumsy ass.”

Rome simply smirks.

I rush away to grab a towel but slip in the Coke. I land hard on my knee and cry out in pain. This earns more laughter from all three men. Tears have no hope for staying in their place and spring free. They careen down my cheeks as I scramble back to my feet. The throbbing in my knee is intense and I have to hobble over to where we keep the rags. I keep my eyes averted when I return and squat beside the table to sop up the sticky mess.

“Missed some,” Rome mutters and I hear splashing under his foot.

I crawl farther under the table, reaching forward to clean up the puddle. I’m just soaking it up when Rome’s heavy combat boot presses on top of my hand, pinning it to the ground.

“Ah!” I cry out as pain radiates from where he has me trapped.

He presses hard enough that I fear he might break my hand.

The dark-skinned guy makes a comment about my ass and then he slaps it hard. I jerk at my hand, but I’m unable to move it. The guys all roar with laughter. Rome then lifts his foot and allows me my freedom.

I fly out from beneath the table and back on my feet. My heart is racing and I’m shaking.

“What, sheep?” Rome asks in an almost innocent way.

Sheep?

“You hurt me,” I accuse, my words breathy and trembling.

His eyes narrow and his nostrils flare. “You. Hurt. Me. First.”
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Rome

 

She stares at me, her mouth opening and closing like she’s a goddamned fish out of water. Her nose has turned pink. I can’t tell if it’s from crying or embarrassment. Maybe both. Either way, I like to see her in this wrecked state with soda staining her jeans and her plump bottom lip quivering uncontrollably.

Courtney Moss is a fucking pathetic mess.

She scurries away and hides away in the kitchen. I’ve been avoiding the diner since Raven’s death, but tonight when we walked by and I saw a smile on Courtney’s lips, I decided I wanted to steal it.

I want to steal them all.

Because she stole from me.

“She’s got a nice ass,” Mike says as he scratches his wiry beard. He looks like a fucking pussy sipping on a milkshake.

“Tits aren’t bad either,” Jamal chimes in.

I ignore them both and wonder if she’s in the back crying her fucking eyes out. I hope she is. I hope she cries buckets and buckets of goddamned tears.

“So are we just fucking with her or what?” Jamal questions. He and Mike both work with me at the auto repair shop. They know about my sister’s death and the subsequent trial where Dad and I sued the bitch for all we could. It satisfies me knowing she’s penniless and unhappy as fuck.

“Or what,” I answer. Truth is, I don’t know what I’m doing here, but now that I’ve had a taste of her pitiful expressions, I want to see more of them.

I want her to beg.

To fucking plead for me to leave her alone.

“This is so fucked up,” Mike says with a boisterous laugh. “But I’m game.”

I crack my neck. “I want her to know what it feels like.”

Sensing her presence again, I jerk my head her way. She’s making a new Coke for Jamal. Her entire body is shaking. I can tell she doesn’t want to come over here, but she does anyway.

Sheep go where they’re told.

They follow and follow and follow because that’s what sheep do.

Sheep don’t buck the system. Sheep don’t disobey. They can’t because they’re motherfucking sheep.

“Here, sir,” she murmurs as she sets it down.

“You’ve got something in your hair,” Mike says, pointing at her.

She frowns and brings her slender fingertips to her hair. “I do?”

He lifts his straw and with a huff, sends his vanilla shake shooting from the straw. It sprays the side of her face and head. She gapes at him in horror. When she glances at me, with such fucking terror in her eyes as if I’ll save her, I shrug.

“You do have something in your hair,” I agree.

Jamal roars with laughter. “Do you get sticky white stuff in your hair often? Better yet, do you like sticky white stuff all over your face? I can make your wishes come true.” He grabs his crotch in a salacious manner.

Her face turns bright red and her blue eyes flare to life. For a brief moment, she’s not a fucking sheep. She’s a wolf.

“Prick,” she seethes and throws her notepad at Jamal.

“Dumb bitch,” Jamal utters as he tosses the pad on the table.

I snag it and pull a pencil from my pocket. I always keep one on me at the shop because I’m sketching machine designs all the time.

I want your tears. I want them all.

Mike snorts at my note. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you had a hard-on for this cunt.”

I grit my teeth, ignoring him as I sketch out a dead raven on the paper. At one time, it was the truth. Back in high school, I’d been smitten with the bubbly blonde who ruled the school with her psycho best friend Whitney. There was even a time or two when I’d jack off late at night thinking about how hot Courtney was in her cheerleading uniform. All smooth legs and sweet tits. My cock stirs at the mental reminder and I let loose an irritated huff.

Not anymore.

Now she’s just a boring bitch.

Greasy. Ugly. Fucking poor.

“Let me know if you need anything else,” she mumbles as she sets food out in front of us.

I flick my gaze up to her. She’s not ugly. On the inside, yes. But on the outside, she’s still fucking pretty and it pisses me off. Eventually, some man is going to take a shining to her and sweep her off her feet. He’ll put the silver spoon back in her perfect mouth and give her every goddamned thing she no longer deserves.

“Leave,” I bark out as I tear off my picture and hand it to her. “I’d like to eat my meal without feeling like I’ll fucking puke.”

She winces from my words but takes the note. Carefully, she folds it and tucks it into her apron as if she treasures my hateful words. Dumb cunt.

“If you need anything else,” she mutters, “Keith will assist you.” With those words, she bolts and doesn’t return.

Fucking pussy.
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The rumble of my midnight black 1970 Dodge Challenger resounds over the radio on my way home from the shop. My head’s all kinds of fucked after seeing Courtney the other day. Last night, I slept in Raven’s bed. Felt like someone was pulling my goddamned heart from my chest all over again. I’ve been in a pissy mood ever since and the guys I work with are irritated as hell with me.

I worked late rebuilding an engine on a newer Nissan for a needy-ass client, so I’m itching to get home to Harvey Benjamin so I can feed him and let him out. When my home became anything but that, I thought the loneliness would fucking consume me. But then this pudgy little pup whimpered and cried from beneath my porch. A little pit runt that had been abandoned by his mother. My neighbor Jill tried to steal the dog from me, even named the little thing, but I wasn’t having it. Besides, she’s got like fifteen dogs already. Harvey Benjamin, as she called him, was mine.

I’m lost to thoughts of how that dog takes up the whole goddamned bed now that he’s grown—far from a fucking runt—when I see a woman walking out of town on the side of the road. A familiar woman. A certain blond nemesis.

Her shoulders are hunched and she looks utterly dejected as she hobbles along. I want to laugh and shoot her the bird as I roar past her. Instead, I find myself slowing so I can revel in her misery. I want to wring it from her and drink from it. As I near, her head turns and our eyes meet. She visibly winces at seeing me.

Good.

It makes me want to make her do that a fuck lot more.

I roll down my window and brake until I’m creeping along beside her. “Need a ride?” I won’t give her one, but I want to see her beg anyway.

“I can walk,” she mutters and tears her gaze from mine. Her steps quicken, but that makes her hobbling more noticeable. The wind picks up as a storm brews and sends her stray hairs whipping into her face.

“You look like you can’t walk, actually.”

She flashes me a fiery glare—much like the one she gave to Jamal the other night. There’s the wolf hiding in sheep’s clothing. “What do you want from me?” she hisses, frustration written all over her face. Her plump lips pout out and her golden brows furl together. She stops walking and crosses her arms over her tits. Tits I’ve thought about often. Back then. Back when I was just a stupid fuck who had a crush on a dumb cheerleader.

“Everything. Nothing. I don’t fucking know,” I blurt out.

Her eyes widen at my truthfulness and I wish I could reel them back in. “But you want something from me.” She mutters the words as a statement and not a question.

“It’ll be dark soon, maybe even fucking raining, and you’ll be walking out here all by yourself.”

“I’ll manage.”

I grunt. “Until someone kidnaps your blond ass.”

She scowls and starts stomping until she remembers whatever is giving her pain. Then, she starts limping again.

“Get in the car.”

“No.”

“Goddammit, get in the car.”

“No.”

“You know what? Fuck this.”

I gas the engine and roar away from her. I’m almost home when it starts to rain. I chuckle to myself as I pull into my garage. Harvey Benjamin is waiting for me at the door. I swear that dog smiles. Cutest damn thing I’ve ever seen. He may look like a typical badass pit, but he’s a goofy motherfucker who lives for me to come home. I let him outside but within minutes, he’s scratching to come back in because he hates storms.

“You hungry, HB?” I ask as I scoop some food into his bowl.

He barks and his tail wags wildly. I’m considering a shower before dinner when I hear a crack of thunder. Instead of being glad my ass is home, I can’t help but think of Courtney walking through this. She’s like this pitiful dog when I found him under my porch.

Probably shivering and crying and wishing someone would help her.

“Fuck,” I groan. Another crack of thunder rattles my windows. “You ready for a ride, bud?”

My dog whimpers and runs to the garage door. I swipe my keys and let him into the backseat before climbing back in. It’s a short drive before I find her walking, not far from where I left her. She hugs her purse to her chest as if that might protect it from the elements.

When I near, I roll down the window again and shout at her. “Get in the damn car. Now.”

She doesn’t argue this time and runs to the passenger side. HB gives her a bark in greeting when she climbs in, soaking my leather seats. The door slams shut and she chances one of her shy stares my way.

Those sneak peeks used to be my undoing.

The way her eyes would flicker with a mixture of fear and intrigue.

“Why are you walking? Do you always walk?” I demand.

She shivers from the cold and my happy-ass dog starts licking the side of her face as if to help her dry off. Her giggles only encourage him. For me, it reminds me of a time when she was one of the queens at our school. Not a worry in the goddamned world.

I whistle. “Hello? I asked a question.”

“Uh, no, my car wouldn’t start.”

Last I remember, she drove a fucking sports car that mommy bought her. “Hmph. Where is it?”

“Back at the diner.”

I pull a U-turn in the middle of the road and head back to the diner. Neither of us speaks on the way there. I’m thankful to have my dog here as a distraction. Courtney is all too happy to gush all over HB rather than face the brother of the girl she tormented.

“There,” she says, pointing to a piece of shit Toyota that’s older than me.

“I’m surprised it lasted this long,” I grumble as I pull up beside it. “Give me the keys.”

She fumbles in her purse and hands them over to me. Her fingers are ice-cold against mine. I have the urge to warm them up but then remember I fucking hate her. She can freeze.

I leave her in the car and assess the vehicle as I get drenched from the storm. After popping the hood and testing out a few things in the pouring rain, I realize her engine is busted. With a huff, I slam the hood and trot back to my car. Once inside, I glare at her.

“What did you do?”

“Me? Nothing!”

“The engine’s blown. When was the last time you changed the oil?” I demand, my jaw clenching.

“I, uh,” she stutters out. “I was saving up for it.”

My lip curls up as I regard the stupid woman. “You don’t just get your oil changed when you can afford it!”

Her nose turns pink and she purses her lips. I can tell she desperately wants to say something but holds back.

“Out with it, sheep.”

“If you hadn’t sued my family for every penny to our name, maybe I’d have the money!” she accuses, the fire back in her eyes.

I curse through clenched teeth and HB whimpers from the backseat. “It still can’t bring her back.”

“No,” she snaps, clutching her purse to her chest. “It still can’t bring her back. Nothing can.” She wrenches the door open and takes off running through the rain.

Fuck.

“Stay here,” I order my dog before launching myself out of the vehicle.

I stalk after her through the rain until she’s cornered between the building and a dumpster. Gripping her by her dainty neck, I push her back against the brick and snarl in her face. “Why are you running?”

A choked sob escapes her. “I’d do anything—pay anything to bring her back.” Her glittery blue eyes leak tears, but she means every word. And that fucks with my head.

“Too late.” I seethe, my grip on her throat tightening. “Too fucking late.”

She grips my wrist and her cold touch electrifies me. “I know. I’m so sorry.”

It takes everything in me to release her neck. My thumb has a mind of its own and I run the pad over her plump bottom lip, dragging the flesh with it. It’s something I always wanted to do—before all that happened with Raven. I wanted to touch her pouty mouth. Her lip is softer than I could have imagined.

“I’ll send a wrecker. I can repair it,” I utter as I release her completely. “My shop is the one on the corner of Main and Hudson.”

Her nose scrunches as she frowns. She shouldn’t be so fucking hot. Soaked and pitiful and fucking sad. And she’s still beautiful. God, I hate her. “I can’t afford it.”

“Then you can work it off. When you’re not working shifts at the diner, you can help me at the shop.” I don’t know what the hell I’m doing right now. This seems like a really stupid idea and yet I’m plugging along.

“I don’t know how to fix car stuff,” she whispers, her bottom lip still wobbling.

“I’m sure we can find other ways to pay off your debt.” I make a show of grabbing my dick through my jeans. “I’ve seen the pictures. I know your skinny ass knows how to service a dick. Although, I may be a little younger than you’re used to.”

Her eyes widen as realization sinks in. I almost threw the fuck up when I’d seen the pictures of her fucking some old man on Raven’s phone. “I am not some whore!” she screeches. “Screw you!”

I laugh as I regard her with disgust. “Not me, sheep. My shop buddies. What do you think? A lunch time blow job something you can handle?” Of course I’m fucking with her, but she doesn’t have to know that. “I bet those lips are really good at sucking cock—”

My words get tossed right out of my mouth when she slaps me. For a moment, we simply stare at one another in the pouring rain, our chests heaving. The fire is blazing uncontrollably in her eyes. I didn’t know anything lived inside the walking dead girl.

“I’m sure I can find something legitimate for you to do, sheep. Just show up. We’ll negotiate later.”

The door to the restaurant creaks open and Keith, my sister’s old boss, steps out. He takes one look at the two of us and storms my way, a vicious glare on his face. I simply hold my hands up and walk backward away from them, splashing through puddles.

The prospect of having her in the shop should make me murderous with rage. Instead, my little black heart thumps with fucking glee. I feel like a little revenge is in order.

But I’ll be damned if the image of her sucking on my cock doesn’t root itself deep inside my mind.

Goddamned Courtney Moss.

Once again, this bitch is mindfucking me.
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Courtney

 

“Are you sure?” Mom asks from the driver’s seat. “I don’t feel right about dropping you off here.”

I smile at her. When I told her I was going to work off getting my engine repaired, she’d been horrified. Even offered to pay, despite knowing she doesn’t have the money to. I refuse to let her run up another credit card to help me.

“It’s fine,” I assure her with a fake smile, a smile she’s learned to accept as real. “I know the guy I’ll be working with. We went to school together.”

If she knew it was the same guy whose family sued us, she’d have a coronary.

“Well, you call me if you want to leave.”

I lean over and kiss her cheek before climbing out. I wasn’t sure what I’d be doing at this mechanic shop, but I dressed appropriately just in case. I’ve got on a pair of ratty cutoff shorts and a black tank top. If grease gets on them, it’ll be fine.

With a quick wave to my mom, I hurry inside. My knee still hurts from my fall the other day, but at least my limp isn’t as noticeable now. Nobody sits at the front counter. Behind the counter is a wall of glass. Several cars sit in the bays and I can see men working on them. My car is in the third stall. Rome is hunched over, his back and shoulder muscles flexing under his uniform shirt as he does something under the hood. I’m not sure when he filled out—maybe he was always that way. He’s not built at all like Raven. She was tall, slender, and willowy. Sweet and pure.

Rome is lean but muscular.

Tattooed and flawed.

An animal barely caged.

I’m staring at his sculpted back when someone pushes inside the storefront from the shop. “Can I help—oh, it’s you.”

I recognize the man from the diner. The name patch on his shirt says Jamal. Same guy who slapped my ass. Irritation blossoms inside me. I’m not sure if I can work for this guy.

“Is Rome available?”

“He’s busy,” he grunts. “What do you want?”

“I’m supposed to help him.”

“I think you’ve done enough, sweetheart.”

The door opens behind him and Rome steps in. He has a smudge of grease on his forehead and he’s sweaty. But, damn, he’s gorgeous. I take a moment to stare at him. His face reminds me so much of Raven’s. Sharp cheekbones and pale skin. A few freckles. Dark brows that always seem to be scowling. Raven may have smiled for everyone else, but she sure made a lot of expressions that remind me of Rome. Expressions she only shared with me.

My stomach hollows out.

Focus.

“Do you know how to count?” Rome snaps. “Did they teach you that in cheerleading school or did you get out of that class by blowing one of the teachers?”

I suck in a surprised breath. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me—”

“I don’t know what I was thinking coming here.” I huff and turn on my heel. I’m almost to the door when a strong hand grips my elbow. I jerk my head over my shoulder to find Rome glaring down at me. His fingers bite into my flesh, causing me to yelp.

“I need your help and you need mine. Come on.” He releases my arm and stalks away. Stupid me, I follow. When I pass Jamal, he checks my breasts out and licks his lips. Ugh, I hate that guy.

“Breakroom. Office. Shop,” Rome barks words out as he winds me through the building. “Supply room.” He pushes the door open and turns on the light. Inside are row after row of floor-to-ceiling shelves full of buckets holding car parts.

“I don’t know how to fix car stuff,” I remind him.

He rolls his eyes at me as he grabs one of the buckets. Once he sets it down on a table, he pulls out some metal thing and holds it up. “Carburetor.” He sets it down and pulls a sheet of paper from a desk drawer. “Inventory sheet. Match up serial numbers from the parts to this spreadsheet. Tally them up. Record them.”

Okay, so maybe it’s something I can do.

It’ll just take me forever. Each bucket has many parts and some are so greasy I wonder if I’ll even find the serial numbers.

“Is that all?”

“For now. You can work on this until we close up. I’ll give you a ride home.”

Our eyes meet and I grow nervous under his scrutiny. His green eyes fall to my mouth before he lets out an annoyed sigh and stomps from the room.

This is going to be fun.
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“Time to go, sheep.”

I jolt at Rome’s harshly barked words and nearly drop the metal thing called a spark plug in my hand. My head throbs from squinting and being hunched over. “What time is it?”

“After nine. You’ve been at it for hours. Come on, let’s go. I’ve got shit to do.”

I stand and stretch my arms above my head. My entire body aches from the position I was sitting in. When Rome’s hard gaze falls to my stomach, I realize I must be showing some skin. Quickly, I drop my arms and tug at the hem of my tank top. “How’s my car?”

“Still broken,” he snaps and leaves the room without a backward glance.

“Well, okay, then,” I grumble under my breath as I follow after him.

I find him in the shop, alone, and at the sink washing the grime from his hands. He steps aside and motions with his head at a big bottle of something that claims to get grease off. The stuff works like a miracle and I’m thankful the black gunk is coming off from beneath my nails. My skin prickles with awareness when our arms brush against each other.

He stares down at me as if I touched him on purpose and he’s pissed about it.

Rome and his glares.

“You have some grease on you,” I mumble as I reach up a wet, soapy finger to his forehead. I’ve barely swiped over his flesh when he grabs me hard around my wrist.

“Don’t fucking touch me. Ever.”

He rinses off and then storms away. My heart sinks. I think some deep part of me had hoped he was softening toward me. That maybe…maybe we could talk about her.

“I don’t have all day, sheep,” he hollers across the shop.

I finish up at the sink and then hurry after him. The moment I step outside, he locks the door and then strides over to his car.

“Are you like in charge around here?” I ask in confusion.

“I should think so since I fucking own it.”

The car door slams once he’s inside. I rush over and climb in beside him. “You own it? That’s so awesome!”

“Blood money,” he spits out as he fires up the engine.

It takes me a second to realize what he means. With the settlement, he bought the shop. My mother bought his shop. I’m quiet as he drives like a bat out of hell. I don’t know what to say to him. I want to ask him questions about Raven, but I know he will only get angry.

When he eventually pulls into a driveway, I start to jerk the door open until I realize I’m not at my house. In fact, I never told him where I lived.

An uneasy feeling creeps down my spine.

“W-Where are we?”

“A party.”

“Whose party?”

“Does it fucking matter? We’re here. I’m late. You’re going with.”

I frown as I sneak a glance his way. “I want to go home.”

He laughs, but it’s cold and hollow. “And I want a lot of things, sheep. Like my sister. I want my sister back. We don’t get what we want. If we did, it’d be you in that casket and not her.”

Without another word, he exits the car and slams the door behind him. I sit in the car, wishing I could message Raven. Like last summer.
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LonelyLogan69: I don’t want to go to this party.

PoetPrincess99: So don’t go. Stay and chat with me.

LonelyLogan69: Believe me, I’d rather do that.

PoetPrincess99: I guess I don’t get what the problem is…

LonelyLogan69: Best friend demands it.

PoetPrincess99: She sounds like a real peach. Do you always do everything she says?

I lie back against my pillows and pout. It’s always been this way. Whitney leads and I follow. Always. She’s just more adventurous and exciting than me.

LonelyLogan69: Maybe I’ll stay.

PoetPrincess99: I’ll write you another poem if you stay with me.

Normally I’d be worrying over Whitney’s reaction, but today I can’t find it in me to care as much as usual. I text my best friend quickly before I change my mind.

Me: I’ve got a bad headache. Rain check. Love ya!

She responds back with middle finger emojis and I laugh. I feel free now that I don’t have to go to that stupid party.

LonelyLogan69: You talked me into it. This poem better be worth it.

I’m grinning as I watch the dots move with her reply.
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Bang! Bang! Bang!

I scream when someone pounds on my window. The bearded guy, who I learned today is named Mike, points and laughs at me.

“Party’s inside, Diner Barbie,” he says through the glass. He makes a crude gesture with two fingers and his tongue wiggling between them. “Unless you’d rather party with me in the backseat of Rome’s car.”

I push the car door open and he grunts when it hits him. Not giving him a chance to talk any further, I slam the door shut and trot toward the house. There aren’t many people here, maybe fifteen or twenty, but I don’t know anyone. I feel like they’re all staring.

Is this what Raven felt like?

I remember a party she attended in the eleventh grade. I’m not sure who invited her, but she showed up anyway. She walked in, biting on her bottom lip, as she scanned the crowd looking for a familiar face. When her eyes landed on mine and lit up, I looked away. Then, I let Bo Stevens lead me into the garage where he got to second base on the hood of his mom’s car.

I left her alone.

She didn’t know anyone.

I was her someone.

Too bad I was the worst someone she could find.

My mind drifts to the past when I was her someone.
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PoetPrincess99: Have you ever been in love?

I frown as I reply.

LonelyLogan69: No. You?

PoetPrincess99: I thought so. I thought wrong.

My heart sinks. I’d seen her around plenty of times but never once did I see her talking to anyone besides her brother. Never any other boys for sure.

LonelyLogan69: That sounds like a story I need to hear…

PoetPrincess99: It’s a story I won’t ever be able to tell you.

I sit up in bed and let out a heavy sigh.

LonelyLogan69: How come? Do you not trust me?

PoetPrincess99: It isn’t about trust. It’s about bravery. I’ll never be strong enough to tell it. Some stories are better told with clues. Pictures and poems. Little morsels spoken to new friends. Sprinkled with delicate care over a meal for one…

LonelyLogan69: Sometimes I can’t tell if you’re being for real or are speaking in poem.

PoetPrincess99: Sometimes poems are the only way I have a voice.

She always sounds so sad and broken. It makes my heart ache.

LonelyLogan69: I hear you. And whoever hurt you can fuck right off.

PoetPrincess99: Hurt as in past tense? Some hurts never go away. Some hurts are living, breathing scars. Some hurts bleed on and on and on.

Anger bubbles up inside me.

LonelyLogan69: How do I help you not hurt?

PoetPrincess99: You’re doing it.

LonelyLogan69: How do I stop the bleeding?

PoetPrincess99: You can’t. One day the bleeding will just end.

Something tells me that has a much darker meaning that she alludes to.
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The living room is crowded, so I slip away into the kitchen. I find Rome near the sink knocking back a shot of tequila. I’m not sure how he plans to drive me home if he starts drinking. His dog wags his tail and nudges his big head against my knee so I’ll pet him.

“Don’t break anything,” Rome barks.

I look around the simple home and frown. “This is your house?”

“Yep. Don’t fucking touch anything and don’t go into her room.”

Her. Room.

My heart rate spikes and suddenly it’s all I want to do. I wonder if her things are still in there. I wonder if it smells like her. I wonder if she still has some of her poetry in there.

“Drink,” he orders.

I take the offered shot glass and sip it down. It burns my throat and I gag.

“Fucking sheep,” he snarls, disgust in his tone. “If I told you to go jump off a goddamned bridge, would you do that too?”

“Why are you so mean to me?” I utter, my words barely heard over the music.

He grits his teeth and the vein in his neck pulsates. It makes it look as though the raven on his flesh is alive. God, how I wish she were alive.

Instead of rewarding me with an answer, he storms from the kitchen, his shoulder knocking against mine on the way out. I stand alone for a few moments, absently petting the dog, until Jamal strides in. Eager to get away from him, I rush out on a mission to find a bathroom to lock myself inside. The first door I come to, I twist the knob and push. As soon as the stale air hits me, I know. It’s her room. Carefully, I close the door behind me and flip the switch on.

I’m hit with such a painful feeling, I swear it’s cutting right through my chest. I rub at the spot between my breasts and drink in her room. Yellow curtains. Bright and cheery. A matching yellow bedspread. Her desk is immaculate aside from a stack of Edgar Allan Poe books. I can’t help but smile—a real smile. She’s the one who forced me to go to the library and check out one of his books. At first, I had trouble understanding the material, but she explained some of the stories to me. What she didn’t tell me, and I had to discover for myself, was that there was a poem called The Raven.
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LonelyLogan69: It’s named after you. That’s so cool. Is Poe your idol?

PoetPrincess99: I love his work, yes, but that poem isn’t my favorite.

LonelyLogan69: Tell me which is.

PoetPrincess99: Alone.

LonelyLogan69: Well, that’s depressing. You’re not alone now. You have me. I read through it and it doesn’t make much sense to me.

PoetPrincess99: It’s a poem that wasn’t even recognized as one of his works during his lifetime. A poem about uniqueness. Sadly, he was melancholy most of his life and never felt as though he fit in. He didn’t understand who he was and was generally unhappy.

LonelyLogan69: And that one is your favorite…why?

PoetPrincess99: Because I feel like he gets me.
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I walk over to her bed and sit down. Heavy tears pool on my lids, blurring the room around me.

“I’m so sorry,” I whisper to the air. “You were so fragile and I didn’t get it. I didn’t understand. I didn’t get you.”

I notice a picture of her entire family in a frame on the end table. The twins were younger—ten or eleven maybe—and both smiling at the camera. Rome’s smile meets his eyes, but Raven has already perfected her fake one at that age. A smile I always assumed was real until she showed me her actual smile. I blink away tears and set the frame back down. Rome told me not to come in here, yet I’m here, consequences be damned.

Standing, I make my way over to the desk. I open the drawer and find a stack of artwork. The one on top catches my eye. It’s weird and I don’t understand it, but it clearly meant something to her. Faces cut out. Their eyes missing. It’s creepy but what does it actually mean? Raven wasn’t a creepy person. Poetic, yes. Another one of her tiny morsels of herself. The blonde in the middle of the picture still has her eyes. I lift the flap and focus on the beautiful black raven.

I want to believe that the artwork is a question. Does anyone see her?

I see you, Raven.

And, oh, how I miss you.

After staring at the picture for far too long and deciding that I do understand the meaning, I set it down and rummage through the drawer again until I find a composition book. I flip it open and turn to the first page. The date on it is two years ago. Ramblings in her neat flourishes. Precise and perfect. I run my finger over the words and turn the page. I become engrossed. Page after page, I feel as though I’m unlocking a part of her. I’m about to turn another page when the door swings open and slams against the wall.

I shriek in surprise, nearly dropping the book.

Oh, shit.

I’ve never seen Rome so angry, not even in the courtroom. He’s positively enraged. His breaths come out in uneven huffs as his gaze roves over me in a disgusted way. While I was in here, he must have showered because he’s not wearing his uniform any longer, but instead dons a pair of jeans that hang low on his hips and a tight wife beater that seems glued to his chest. Water drips from his black hair and his jaw ticks with fury.

“I’m, I, uh…” I stammer.

He lunges for me and forcefully yanks the book from my grip. I let out a squeak, stumbling back a few steps. My ass hits the wall hard, nearly knocking the breath out of me. Gently, a stark contrast of his mood, he sets the book down. Then, his wrath is turned upon me.

With a growl, he stalks over to me. His grip finds my throat again and he slides his hand to just below my jaw. My head is forced up so he can look at me. Green eyes glimmer with rage and a vein in his forehead looks as though it might pop at any second.

“I hate you!” he roars, spittle spraying my face.

I let out a terrified sob. His grip tightens below my jaw. “P-Please, Rome.”

“No. You don’t get to talk right now,” he snarls. His eyes dart to my cheeks as he watches my tears roll out. “This. You can do this.” With his other hand, he captures the wetness from my tears and brings it to his lips. His tongue darts out and he licks it off. “Your tears belong to me. Every single last salty one of them.”
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Rome

 

“Let me go. Take me home,” she demands, fear making her voice shake.

I hate her. Fuck, how I do. So why the hell am I staring at her stupid lips again?

“You don’t deserve to know her,” I hiss, my own words trembling. Not from fear but with emotion. It’s not fucking fair how Raven let in this stranger—a fucking façade of a person—and she never let me in.

“I loved her.” Her nose turns pink again as more tears stream out.

“Fuck you,” I bellow as I release her.

Before I can turn away, she reaches forward and fists my shirt. “Rome…” Her panicked eyes seem to plead with mine to understand.

But I don’t fucking understand.

“She loved me too,” she whimpers.

I fist my hands at my sides. I’d never hit a woman—I’m not my fucking dad—but the wall beside her is looking like a worthy target right now. “Let go of me.” My voice is low and deadly. “Now.”

I want to punish her. So fucking bad.

Her blue eyes flare with defiance despite her fear and her tears. There you are, wolf. She licks her bottom lip. I decide right then that she owes it to me. A motherfucking taste. It’s the least she can do.

I back her against the wall and press my hips against her. She lets out a mewling sound that goes straight to my cock, waking it up. I clutch her throat once more and crash my lips to hers. It’s a brutal kiss. Savage and hateful.

And she fucking accepts it.

Parts her soft fat lips and offers me her tongue.

So I take that too.

She tastes like tequila and betrayal. Her palms work their way up my chest to my shoulders while I own her mouth with mine. I can’t help but grind my hard cock against her soft body as I try to steal her soul with a simple kiss.

I want it.

I want to fucking devour it.

Her. All of her.

A moan escapes her and my mind starts replaying fantasies I had from high school—fantasies where I licked her sweet cunt and fucked her until she screamed. I’m so dizzied by the fantasy that bleeds into my reality that I barely notice my palm is working its way up her stomach below her shirt. When she pushes my hand away, I snap back to the present.

Jerking away from her, I swipe the back of my hand across my lips and pin her with a glare. “You fucking disgust me.”

Her lips, swollen from our hard kiss, part open in shock at my words. Fuck if I don’t want to suck on them all night. I turn and storm from the room before I do something stupid like fuck her on my sister’s bed.
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For three days, she’s been avoiding me. Hell, I’d avoid me too. I’m vicious as fuck but then kissed her like some kind of pussy. But what has me confused is why she hasn’t called to inquire about her car or shown up to the diner. Where the fuck is she?

Her mom is at work, that much I know, which is why I’m parked a few houses down and headed to her house. She doesn’t know that I know where she lives. She doesn’t know a lot of things I know about her. But I do know them. I know them very well.

I slip into the backyard and quietly make my way up the back porch to the door. The door is one that’s easily broken into. I slip my knife blade between the frame and the door, popping the lock with zero effort. Once inside, I close the door behind me and creep through the quiet house.

No sounds.

No anything.

But she has to be here. Where else would she be?

I make my way up the stairs quietly and after a quick search, I find the room that belongs to her. The first thing I notice is despite it being three in the afternoon, her room is dark. Sure, she’s got girly walls and décor, but the curtains are drawn. No lights are on. But she’s here. I can hear her breathing.

Actually, she’s crying.

Soft, sad whimpers.

It irritates me.

What the fuck does she have to be sad about?

Stalking over to her bed, I grab her poufy comforter and yank it from her body. She doesn’t flinch or cry out in surprise. Nothing.

What the hell?

The T-shirt she wears barely covers her ass and she clutches a picture in her fingers.

“Is that my sister?” I roar, unable to contain my sudden fury.

She turns her head, barely, and glances at me. Her cheeks are puffy and red. And that goddamned bottom lip is swollen and quivering.

“Go away,” she chokes out.

“No,” I snarl. “Give me that picture. It doesn’t belong to you.”

Her features morph from sad to angry. “It’s mine. She gave it to me.”

“Give. It. To. Me.” I am not playing these bullshit games with her.

“It’s mine,” she hisses.

“So help me. Give it to me before I make you give it to me,” I warn, my voice quaking with rage.

“No!”

Overwhelmed by fury, I pounce on her. The feisty little shit manages to claw my neck as she attempts to squirm away from me. I pin her slight body with my much heavier one and snag both her wrists with my hands. She writhes and screams, tears steadily rolling down her cheeks.

“Fucking stop!” I yell inches from her face.

But she doesn’t.

She keeps fighting me.

At this point, I just want to look at the picture. I relax on her and rest my cheek on her tits. She’s strong but not enough to keep me from bringing the picture closer so I can inspect it. I wish I’d turned on a light so I could see better. Even in the darkness, I can make out my sister’s features. What has my heart speeding up is the look on Raven’s face. I’ve never seen it before.

“She’s smiling,” I mutter.

Raven always smiled but never like this. Never with warmth and joy and happiness. My chest seems to squeeze to the point of pain.

“She was so beautiful.” Her voice is soft and full of longing. I almost feel fucking sorry for her.

“Until you took her from me.”

Her body quivers as she cries. All fight has left her. I release her hands but don’t move. My eyes are fixated on my sister. Courtney doesn’t move the photo away, but she also doesn’t remove her death grip.

“Why haven’t you come to the shop? Why haven’t you been going to the diner?” I demand, my voice hoarse.

“I’m having some bad days,” she breathes.

I close my eyes for a moment and inhale her scent. She smells like fucking flowers or some shit. And I hate that I like it.

“Why?”

“You know why,” she clips out.

“Because I gave you some shit the other day at my house?”

She exhales loudly and it tickles my hair. “Because I saw her room. I was reminded of her. It was too much.”

“Boo fucking hoo,” I grumble, but the normal venom isn’t there.

When her fingers touch my hair, I tense. I want to yell at her and tell her to leave me the fuck alone. But instead, I keep staring at Raven’s happy smile. It fucks with my head. And with Courtney stroking my hair, I feel oddly calm.

“I hate you for what you did to her,” I murmur. I run my thumb along the picture. “But this I could never hate you for.” Somehow, Courtney Moss, dumbass cheerleader, made my sister smile like she’s never smiled before.

Her fingers rest on the back of my neck and instead of wanting to brush her away, I want to ask her to not stop. I’ve felt so disconnected from life. Everyone I’m connected to dies anyway. First Mom. Then Raven. Most recently, Dad. Although I’m not as torn up as I should be. His liver failure brought a little peace into my world because he died. The fucker was no longer making my life a living hell.

“I’m taking the picture, though,” I mutter. I lift up and we lock eyes.

She shakes her head.

“Courtney, I’m taking it.”

She starts struggling again. Her legs kick out and I find my body wedged between them. I manage to pin her wrists once more.

“Please don’t take it,” she whispers. Her blue eyes flicker with emotion and she bites on her bottom lip. Fuck. That lip makes my cock hard as fuck every time. She widens her eyes the moment she realizes my dick is stone between us.

I lean forward and rest my forehead to hers. My hips slightly buck against my will. Her soft body feels too perfect pressed against my hard one.

“I hate you,” I mutter even as my lips seek hers.

She lets out a soft gasp the moment my mouth covers hers. I greedily kiss her supple lips and then search her tongue out. A whimper escapes her and then she’s kissing me back. Unsure but eager at times. When I grind against her again, she lets out a moan so desperate I think I’ll nut in my jeans.

I close my eyes and tear my mouth from hers. This feels like the worst goddamned betrayal to Raven. Literally in bed with the enemy. So fucked up.

“I’m taking the picture,” I say with a groan, my hips still rocking against her.

“No.”

“I’m going to take everything from you.”

“You can have everything. Just not that.”

I grit my teeth and rub against her, seeking relief that only this monster can give. I’m too fucking weak around her because I’m once again kissing her. She’s like a damn drug. I know she’s bad for me, but I’m quickly growing a need for it.

She’ll fucking destroy me like she destroyed my sister.

That thought is enough to have me pulling away again.

“I’m taking it,” I inform her, finally finding my resolve.

She begins screaming obscenities at me while she struggles. I nearly have her fingers pried apart when the light bursts on.

“WHAT THE HELL IS HAPPENING? GET OFF MY DAUGHTER!”

I jerk away from Courtney in time to see her mother charging for me. She shoves me away from her daughter and I scramble out of her reach on the other side of the bed. My dick is still hard as a rock and Courtney lies there with a look of shock on her face. Her legs are spread apart and I don’t miss the wet spot on her pink panties.

Fuck.

Fuck.

Fuck.

“You!” her mom screams. “You!”

Shit, she definitely recognizes me.

I take the moment where Courtney is distracted and snag the picture from her grip. I charge past her mom and stomp down the stairs. Her mom is still flipping the fuck out upstairs. Courtney is saying things, but I can’t hear what they are.

“I’m calling the cops!” her mom screams.

That, I do hear.

Motherfucker.
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The cops never came.

I waited for two whole days, but nobody ever showed up at the shop. Including Courtney. But then, today, she waltzed in wearing her tight little black tank top and cutoff shorts. That shit is not work appropriate when we have a shop full of horny men. I don’t like the way they all look at her like they might get some.

She’s mine.

All of her.

They won’t get one damn piece.

What I plan on doing with her is another story. I want to make her suffer and remember my sister—to remember what she did to her.

She walks past me and doesn’t even look my way. Instead, she heads straight for the supply room. Her round ass jiggles as she moves. Yep, she needs to cover that shit up.

“Do your jobs,” I bellow to a few guys checking her out as she walks off.

I stalk after her as I unbutton my uniform shirt. I’ve just peeled it off by the time I reach the supply room. She’s already bending over to retrieve a bucket of parts, giving me a prime view of her ass.

“Wear this. Every time. No more of…” I wave at her. “That.”

She turns my way and frowns. “Of what?”

“Looking like a hooker. It’s distracting my guys.”

Her brows crash together and she huffs. Hello, wolf. “I am not a hooker.”

I toss her the shirt. “Whatever. Wear this shit every time. Got it?”

She purses her lips together and nods as she slips my shirt on over her tank. I’ll be damned if it doesn’t make her look hotter than before. My shirt hits her thighs just below her shorts so that it looks like she’s wearing nothing underneath.

Jesus fucking Christ.

Her fingers effortlessly fly through the buttons. She places her hands on her hips and narrows her eyes at me. “Better?”

“Good enough,” I grit out.

I turn and stalk away, but before I exit, she stops me.

“Rome…”

God, I hate how she fucking says my name. It’s like some mental mind trick shit that goes straight to my cock.

“What?”

“I told my mom what we were doing was consensual. She thought it was much worse.”

I look over my shoulder. Big fucking mistake. Her blue eyes are wide and innocent. Sparkling with a need I’ve never seen from her.

“I was taking what belonged to me,” I snap. “We weren’t doing anything.”

Her cheeks flash bright pink and she gives me a sweet smile that I can’t help but be affected by. It makes my heart hammer in my chest.

“I wanted to,” she breathes, her eyes darting down to the floor and then back to mine. Shy and unsure.

I clench my jaw and shake my head. “Well, I sure as hell didn’t.”

Her face crumples and I like that look a whole lot better. It’s one I understand and can control.

“Liar,” she accuses under her breath.

I don’t stick around long enough to tell her she’s right.
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Courtney

 

When I walk into the shop, it’s once again empty. I’m tired and crabby, but mostly, I want to talk to Rome. He’s hunched over an old looking car as he tinkers with something under the hood. Now that he’s not wearing his uniform shirt, his back is on full display. The wife beater may as well be painted on him because it’s stretched to the limit and molds perfectly against his flesh. His shoulders are broad—beautifully curved, lean muscles.

“Hey,” I greet as I approach him much like one would a wounded animal. Sometimes I see flickers of want in his eyes. Most times, I see hate.

He tenses and something clangs on the metal. After he sets a tool down, he grabs a rag and wipes at his hands before turning around. His jaw is clenched and his glare is unwavering.

“What?”

I wince. “I…I loved that picture.”

“Yeah? And I loved my sister, but you took that away from me.” His dark brow arches as he challenges me with one look.

“Want to know the story behind that picture?” My words are quiet, but he hears them. My words affect him. His tight features relax and I can see the questions dancing in his eyes.

“Tell me.”

“Ask nicely,” I say back and cock my head to the side.

He tosses the rag to the floor and cracks his neck. The wild look in his green eyes promises violence and fury and madness. And yet I stay rooted in my spot, waiting for him to attack. With long, purposeful strides, he stalks my way. I almost stumble away but hold my ground at the last minute. His hard chest bumps against me. I inhale his scent—grease with a mix of his cologne. It does things to my insides.

“Tell me, sheep.”

I tilt my head up to find his eyes darting all over me, as if he’ll find the answers on my flesh. Our mouths are just inches apart and I wish he’d kiss me again. When his gaze falls to my lips, I lick them. A growl rumbles in his throat, vibrating its way straight to my core.

His strong hand grips my jaw, but I refuse to run from him.

“Ask nicely,” I murmur.

He runs his thumb along my jaw near my ear, sending shivers rippling through me. “Please.”

His eyes widen at his plea and I gape at him.

“Okay,” I whisper. “Can we go somewhere?”

He gives me a clipped nod. “Wash up. I know a place.”
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“You’d think I’d get tired of the burgers from Hamby’s, but I could eat them every day,” I chirp as I devour the rest of my food. My mouth has been rambling since the moment we picked up food and headed to his destination. I’m not even sure if he’s listening to me. “If Whitney knew I ate carbs, she’d have a shit fit.”

“She controlled your diet too, sheep?”

Okay, so he is listening.

I chance a look at him. His eyes are ahead on the road as he drives his loud car. “Well, being cheer captain, it was her duty to make sure we ate healthy and kept in shape.” The words, now, though, sound lame.

“She controlled you and everyone else because she liked it. Don’t bullshit yourself,” he utters with a disgusted shake to his head.

“She was a bitch,” I agree with a dark laugh.

His lips twitch and for a second I think he might smile. “I’m pretty sure she’s still a bitch.”

I’m nodding in agreement as he parks his car beside a picnic table. Lake Borden. I haven’t been here since I was a kid. Dad used to take Mom and me here. Once he passed away, she said the lake was too dirty and we never came back.

“Come on,” he orders.

I climb out and follow him down a pathway. Tonight, the air is chilly, warning of an early fall, and I shiver. Once we make it to the shore on a soft grassy area, Rome sits down and stares out at the lake. I kneel down beside him but face his side so I can see him better. In the moonlight, he’s more handsome than ever. His raven on his neck moves slowly as the vein beneath it pulsates.

“Rome…” I murmur. “I’m sorry. I never meant—”

He jerks his head my way and snarls at me. “The story. Not this.”

I flinch but nod quickly. “Okay. Umm…”

As he glares, I let my mind slip back to that moment.
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PoetPrincess99: That is not your favorite movie. You’re ridiculous.

I laugh and push pause on said movie so I don’t miss the good parts.

LonelyLogan69: It is my favorite movie. Have you even seen it? How can you dis something you’ve never even seen?

PoetPrincess99: It’s a kid movie.

LonelyLogan69: I watched it last year when I was seventeen. A kid. Does that count? LOL. But all kidding aside, it’s a really good story. Watch it and tell me you hate it. I dare you.

She disappears for a while and I wake up in the middle of the night to my phone buzzing.

PoetPrincess99: You asshole!

I giggle in the darkness as I reply.

LonelyLogan69: What? Why?

PoetPrincess99: I almost cried.

LonelyLogan69: Your heart is dead and cold. That movie made me bawl the first time I saw it.

And it’s true. Maleficent was sweet but also sad.

PoetPrincess99: Sometimes you’re more of a girl than me.

LonelyLogan69: You liked it, though. Admit it.

A photo comes through and she’s smiling. I love her smiles. Her real ones. I’m addicted to them. She’s sent me so many of them now, I’ve lost count. No, that’s a lie. I have twenty-seven pictures of her smiling. Twenty-eight now.

PoetPrincess99: I loved it. It was beautiful.

LonelyLogan69: So are you.
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“This is so fucked up,” Rome bellows, startling me from my retelling of that night.

I flinch and frown at him. “Which part?”

“You. Her. All of it. I don’t fucking understand!” He launches to his feet and stomps through the grass away from me back toward the car. I scramble after him. Before he reaches the car door, I grab at the back of his shirt. He swivels around and grips me by my shoulders. I’m backed into the side of the car and the metal presses into my ass as his hands slide down.

“You wanted to know the story. That’s the story,” I say gently, searching his face, hoping to make eye contact.

He tilts his head up to the sky and his Adam’s apple bobs when he swallows. I want to comfort him, but he has my biceps locked in his grip. Wiggling from his hold, I manage to wrap my arms around his solid middle. He tenses but doesn’t push me away. I’m forcing a hug on him and he hasn’t rejected me yet. I press my cheek to his chest and let out a small sigh.

“Can you tell me one?”

“You don’t deserve to hear it,” he snaps, but he’s still not moving away. When his fingers absently stroke through my hair, I close my eyes and inhale him.

“Will you tell me anyway?”

His chin rests on the top of my head and he lets out a ragged sigh. “When we were in the eighth grade, our mom died.”

I squeeze him harder. “I’m sorry.”

“Stop saying that,” he grumbles. “It doesn’t change anything. It’s just fucking annoying.”

My lips part to repeat those same words and I quickly snap my mouth shut.

He lets out another sigh. “I’d lost my head a bit. Cried all the damn time. Started fights with my dad because getting the shit kicked out of me felt better than having my heart ripped to shreds.”

Tears pool in my eyes because I understand the heartache of losing a parent.

“One day, as I lay curled up on the kitchen floor nursing a bloody nose my dad gave me, Raven walked in and sat down next to me. She was always so fucking happy. Smiles and warmth and positivity. Motherfucking sunshine. I was this…I was this dark storm.” He pauses and his body grows tense. “She wrote me a poem.”

My lips curl into a smile. A real one. “Her poems are the best.”

“Walls. Shadows. Words,” he recites from memory. “You can hide behind them. But I’ll find you. Peekaboo.” He grips my hair and tilts my head back until I’m staring into his pained eyes. “I see you. I see you. I see you.” His brows furrow together. “I told her it wasn’t a poem because it didn’t rhyme.”

“Did you know poems don’t have to rhyme?” I ask, my voice shaking with emotion.

He smiles—broad and beautiful and utterly perfect. “That’s what she said too.”

I grin because I love how into her poetry she was. Every single one she told me, I cherished and memorized. Just like Rome did. Raven had that effect on people. I wish I’d seen it sooner.

His smile falls and for a moment, he seems so young. Not hard or angry or a total mystery to me. For one moment, he’s soft. And then his lips are on mine again as if they belong there. His tongue pushes past my lips, demanding entrance, and I accept him. I taste and suck and try to swallow him whole.

We kiss for God knows how long.

I lose sense of time and reality.

I simply melt in his strong arms.

My hands are greedy to touch every part of him. I decide I want to touch his bare skin and run my fingertips along his biceps to his forearms. When I touch them, we both freeze. Time stands still.

“Coping mechanism,” he grits out as he pulls away.

I want to grab his wrists and yank him back to me, but he’s already climbing into the car. The engine fires up, startling me. I’ve barely gotten into the car before he’s peeling out of the spot and barreling down the road.

Frowning, I sink into my seat and wonder why he has scars on his arms. I want to ask him what made him do it that first time. Was it after Raven died? My mind whirs with questions, but I don’t dare ask them. His jaw is clenched hard and his focus is on the road. I fidget in my seat. My heart begs me to reach over and take his hand, but I know he won’t allow it. Too quickly, we arrive in front of my house.

“How did you know where I lived? You showed up the other day and broke in. I never told you,” I say, my voice cautious.

He reaches over and pulls my purse from the floorboard. As if it belongs to him, he rifles through it, ignoring me. After some time, he finds my phone and starts tapping away on it. Then he throws it back in my bag.

“Get out of my car, sheep.”

I glare at him for a long minute. He smirks. Fucker. “Whatever,” I grumble.

Before I’ve even made it in my house, he peels off down the road. I’m still staring after his taillights when my phone buzzes in my purse.

Unknown Number: I know everything about you.

I save his name to my phone and shake my head as I reply.

Me: Not everything.
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Rome: You have more pictures, don’t you?

I mute the television and sit up to respond. I hadn’t heard from him in a couple of days until now.

Me: If I did have them, would you take those too?

Rome: Yes.

Me: Then no. I don’t.

He doesn’t reply and I let out a heavy sigh. Just when I start to doze off, he responds.

Rome: When did you grow a backbone, sheep?

I scowl and hold up my middle finger before taking a selfie. After I shoot it off to him, I reply back.

Me: Since now.

My phone rings and I jump. Shit. He’s calling me. Before I wuss out, I swipe it to accept the call.

“Hello?”

“You look like shit, sheep.”

I frown because I know I do. After a double shift at Hamby’s, I’m exhausted and barely had the energy to shower. My hair dried wild and I don’t have any makeup on.

“Thanks,” I utter, my tone dry.

He chuckles, deep and throaty, and it shocks me. “When are you coming back to the shop? You haven’t showed in days.”

I could almost cry at the thought of having to go back. I bust my ass at the diner most days and then my free days, I work on inventory at his shop. It’s starting to take its toll on me physically.

“Tomorrow,” I say with an exhausted sigh.

He’s silent for a moment and all I can hear is his breathing. “I don’t like you. You have pictures—pictures I haven’t seen.” A sigh escapes him. “That day was too intense. I never had an opportunity to see them all before the cops confiscated her phone for evidence. They didn’t share them all at the trial.” A dark, humorless laugh rumbles through the line. “I did see the ones of you fucking that old man.” I wince at the reminder. “The only reason I’m talking to you is because you have pictures and information I’d like to know about my sister.”

Is that why you kissed me too?

I bite back that question. “I see.” I’d never admit it to him, but my feelings are hurt. The way he kissed me at the lake was intense. I want more of it.

“What happened between us…” His voice trails off. “It won’t happen again.”

I don’t want to talk about the fact that we kissed and our chemistry was through the roof, but now he’s brushing it aside like it meant nothing. “Why didn’t you sit with your sister at school?”

“That’s none of your damn business,” he snaps.

I’m braver without him right in front of me, so I continue to probe. “It was weird. You sat in the lunchroom glaring at everyone. Raven sat outside under the tree as if she didn’t have a worry in the world. Twins are supposed to be attuned to each other. Why did you abandon her?”

“Fuck you, sheep.”

He disconnects the call and I feel sick to my stomach. Quickly I text him.

Me: Why? Tell me.

Rome: BECAUSE I DIDN’T WANT TO BRING HER DOWN WITH ME. Happy now?

No. Not at all.

Me: You seemed fine to me aside from all the hateful looks.

Rome: Did you feel fine when your dad died?

My heart clenches and I shake my head even though he can’t see it.

Me: No. I wasn’t.

Rome: I wasn’t fine either after Mom died. My moods would drag Raven down. She was too happy and undeserving of my darkness. It was the only way to protect her.

Me: So you threw her to the wolves?

Rome: Sheep. You were all sheep. She was safe.

I dial his number and can’t hold my tears in. As soon as he answers, I shout at him. “She wasn’t safe! You gave her no one! People laughed and made fun of her! People like me took advantage of her! Where the fuck were you?”

“You think you know everything, goddammit. You don’t know shit,” he sneers. “I’m not the monster here. You are. So fuck you and the horse you rode in on.”

He hangs up on me again. My chest hurts. This is the real punishment. I’d thought the small jail sentence and community service was bad. I’d thought losing my option to go to college was horrible. But this is where I atone for my sins. I’m forced to like a guy who hates me. A guy who reminds me every day that I’m the one who pushed his sister to suicide. She’s never coming back. I did this.

Climbing off my bed, I go into my closet where I have a fireproof safe. The day I’d learned Raven had killed herself, before the cops showed up at my door, I’d backed up my phone. All the pictures I had of Raven were safely stored. Sure, the police confiscated my phone, but I had copies of everything they took. It kept me sane all these months—being able to see her. I had them all printed and keep them in a safe for moments when I need to feel her connection. Once I open the safe, I rummage through the pictures and find the one I’m looking for. I hold it up and snap a photo before sending it to Rome.

Me: I know this picture right here was after your dad had just knocked you around. Raven was upset about it and wanted to talk to someone. She’d wanted to see how you were doing, but you slammed your door and hid from her. I know more than you think. And if you want me to tell you more, then I suggest you start treating me like a fucking human.

I don’t wait for a response and shut off my phone. I spend the rest of the night curled up on the floor of my closet looking through her pictures and crying.
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Rome

 

I pace the shop, waiting for her to show up. I’d called the diner and gotten her schedule from one of the other waitresses because fuck this not knowing. I need to know when she’ll be here fucking with my head.

“You’re losing it, man,” Mike says from under a new Chevy as he inspects the broken axel.

“I’m not losing—” The door to the shop flies open and Courtney fucking Moss prances across the dirty concrete like the princess she is. I stop for a moment to stare, just like every other idiot in this shop. The uniform shirt once again hides her shorts and gives the illusion she’s naked underneath. Her legs are long and tanned and smooth as fuck. My cock aches just thinking about having them wrapped around my waist. Today, she’s left her hair down and it looks less chaotic than normal—almost reminiscent of her high school days. She doesn’t look my way and disappears around the corner.

I stalk after her, ignoring Mike’s laughter behind me. I catch up to her as soon as she makes it into the supply room. When I clear my throat, she jumps and jerks around to regard me. I’m momentarily stunned by how pretty she is. She’s taken the time to do her makeup. It’s not as heavy as she used to wear it, but it’s enough that it accentuates how wide her blue eyes are and seems to make her lips even fuller.

Why can’t I stay away from this bitch?

Why must my dick get hard every goddamned time I see her?

“What’s with the makeup?” I demand, crossing my arms over my chest.

She narrows her eyes at me. “What’s with the attitude?”

I charge over to her. She doesn’t back away like she’s done before. Instead, she holds her ground and stares up at me when our chests bump against each other.

“Hot date later, sheep?”

Her fierce gaze breaks from mine and she drops her eyes to my neck. “No.”

I grip her chin with my finger and thumb before lifting her head so I can see her. “All this for me?” I arch a brow at her.

“No,” she lies. Her nostrils flare and her cheeks blaze crimson.

“You can’t wear shit like that here,” I gripe, my face leaning dangerously close to hers. I vowed to myself I wouldn’t kiss her anymore, but I’m dying to. Fuck, I’m dying to.

“Why not?” she challenges, her voice carrying a bite.

I drag my thumb across her bottom lip and smear the dark lipstick across her cheek. She lets out a groan that is more of a moan than an irritated sound. My cock responds by thickening and pressing against her. I swipe my thumb back the opposite direction, smearing off the other layer of lipstick on her top lip. Her face is messy. Like she’s some fucking clown. And fuck if she still isn’t hot as hell.

“Rome…”

“You’re not allowed to be pretty near me,” I whisper, my nose running along hers. Her breath is coming out in pants. Fuck, I want her mouth.

“What if I want to be pretty around you?”

“Well, you don’t get what you want anymore, remember? It’s about what I want.”

It takes every ounce of self-control I possess to push her away from me when all I want to do is haul her against me. Her brows are crashed together as she stares up at me with a feral glint in her eyes. With or without makeup, she’s still so fucking gorgeous.

“Get to work, sheep.”

Her shoulders hunch and she nods. Guilt claws at my insides, but I ignore it. Nothing I could ever do to her is worse than what she did to Raven. When I think about my sister sexting with Courtney, it infuriates me. It’s enough to bring some goddamned sense back into my head.

I leave without another glance in her direction.
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I’m lost in my head as I sketch a new transmission concept that would make more effective use of the engine’s torque and keep the engine operating at not only an appropriate speed, but an optimal one. Ideally speaking. It makes sense in my head, but making my concepts go from mind to paper to reality is a whole other ballgame.

The sink turns on and I follow the sound to see Courtney standing there. She keeps swaying, which has me rising and striding over to her. I’m almost to her when her knees buckle, causing her to fall backward. I grab onto her before she hits the floor, but I stumble and fall on my ass in the process.

“Courtney!” I bark out as I push some hair from her face. The lipstick I’d smeared all over her face earlier has been wiped clean, but she’s white as a sheet. Her eyes are rolled back and her skin feels clammy. I slap her face hard enough to rouse her but not hard enough to hurt. She flutters her lids open and stares up at me in confusion. My palm has settled on her cheek and my thumb is running comforting circles on her sweaty flesh.

“What are we doing?” she croaks.

I smirk. “You tell me. I think you just fainted. What the hell?”

Some color returns to her cheeks as she breaks my eye contact. “I think I waited too long to eat dinner.”

“I can’t have you fainting on the job, sheep. Liabilities and all. I wouldn’t want you suing me for all your money back.”

Her nose scrunches and she huffs. “Can you go five minutes without being a mean-ass bastard?”

The fire in her words has me chuckling. “No, actually, I can’t. It’s a personality trait at this point in my life.”

“Personality flaw,” she corrects with a grumble.

“I’m going to feed you and then I’ll take you home.” The last thing I want to do is take her to dinner, but even I can only be so much of an asshole. “Get up.”

She slowly sits up and her face turns white again. When she rises to her feet, she wobbles. Quickly, I stand and wrap my arm around her waist. I guide her into the breakroom and she sits at one of the chairs while I rummage in the fridge. I steal one of Mike’s Mountain Dews and hand it to her.

“Drink this while I wash up and lock up the shop,” I order.

Fifteen minutes later, she’s looking much more like herself. We leave the shop and I drive her to a little pizza place I used to love to go to when my family was a real family. I know Courtney is feeling better because she chirps my fucking ear off about stupid shit the whole way there. We manage to snag my favorite booth, a round one in the corner, which puts us sitting close together.

“I haven’t been here in ages,” she says wistfully. She leans across the table to grab the menu showcasing the specials and her knee brushes against mine. Instead of moving it away, she keeps it leaned against me. I should push her away, but I don’t. This is the shit she does to me. Confuses me.

“Last time I was here was before my mom died,” I tell her, my voice gruff.

She turns her head and bats her dark lashes at me, sadness glimmering in her eyes. “Sounds like you miss her terribly.”

I clench my jaw and ignore her. The server shows up to take our order. By the time he leaves, she’s chattering on about some fucking movie I’ve never heard of before. Everything about her grates on my nerves, but the sound of her voice somehow soothes me at the same time. Her mindless jabbering seems to calm me.

“I haven’t been here since before I made the cheerleading squad.” She scrunches her nose and blows an errant hair from her face. “Carbs and all.”

I lift a brow at her. I knew Whitney dictated her all the way down to her diet. It’s one of the things that used to piss me off. Courtney practically wasted away throughout high school. Now, she actually has some curves. Her tits have filled out and she’s got an ass. Carbs look good on this girl.

“I brought you something,” she says suddenly, her tone growing somber. She rummages around in her purse and then produces a picture.

Raven.

My heart hammers inside my chest as I carefully take the picture from her. Bright green eyes stare at me, but she’s not happy. She’s not my sister. Her thoughts are troubled in the picture. So lost. She looks so fucking lost.

“She used to tell me people didn’t know the real her. When I asked to see the real her right that second, she sent me this picture,” she says softly.

I’d seen this face once.

I close my eyes because I can’t fucking think about that time.

I’m about to beg Courtney to take it away when I feel her soft hand on my cheek. She turns my head toward her. When I open my eyes, she’s staring up at me with concern written all over her face. I don’t stop her when she leans forward and brushes a soft kiss on my lips.

She’s a distraction from the pain.

Because right now, I want to toss the picture and devour her perfect mouth.

“I didn’t mean to make you sad. I just wanted you to know her like I did,” she breathes against my mouth.

I lean forward and steal her mouth. I promised myself I wouldn’t kiss her again, but here I am, desperate for her taste. She moans into my mouth, sending currents of need straight to my dick. I break from our kiss and stare at her swollen lips for a long moment before speaking.

“She caught me one day, not long after Mom died.” I close my eyes as I remember seeing the horror on her usually happy face. “I…I…” I trail off and swallow down my emotion. “The razorblades reminded me that I was alive. That I didn’t die when my mom did. The cuts were never meant to destroy, they were just there as a reminder. And they helped. Jesus, they fucking helped.”

“A coping mechanism,” she murmurs, her voice slightly wobbly.

“That’s what I told her when she walked in my room and saw the blood dripping from my forearm. The look on her face…” I close my eyes.

Courtney leans forward and kisses me again, and fuck if it doesn’t make me feel better. Her of all people. Comforting me.

“The look on her face fucking gutted me. I let her tend to my cuts and then she started acting strangely. It was then that I decided I needed some space from my twin or I was going to pull her into my dark hole with me. I sat by myself in the school lunchroom and she took the hint. She bravely faced me with a smile on her face when she said she preferred eating outside anyway. We never spoke about it again. It was better that way. Me doing my moody shit and her being free.”

When I open my eyes, Courtney’s face is troubled. Her plump lips purse together as if she tries to keep words inside her mouth. I don’t think I want to know what those words are. A man can only take so much of a reminder of what an asshole he was to his own flesh and blood.

She clutches my wrist and brings it to her. My breath gets sucked right from my chest when she kisses my scars that are somewhat hidden behind tattoos now. “This is why you wore hoodies all the time,” she murmurs, her lips kissing more and more messy raised lines. “You were hiding them.”

“I was protecting her,” I correct. “I had nothing to hide. It was a part of me. But by having her not have to see them, or anyone else for that matter, it was easier for her to stay happy as she should have always been. I dragged her down that day she discovered them. I never wanted to drag her down again.”

The tense moment is broken when the server delivers the pizza. Courtney, unlike the girl I remember from high school, devours the meal. She’s not counting calories or watching carbs, she’s just enjoying the fuck out of each gooey slice she picks up.

“Oh God,” she whispers, her entire body going tense beside me. She stares out into the restaurant, her eyes locked on something.

I follow her gaze to her ex-best friend Whitney. That cunt still walks around like her shit doesn’t stink. I’ve always hated her, long before what went down with Raven. She’s wearing a skintight dress that’s way too short and skanky for a pizza parlor. Her brown hair has been straightened and hangs nearly to her ass. She’s on the arm of an older man, looking every bit the part of a high-dollar whore. As if sensing our attention on her, Whitney turns. When she sees Courtney, her eyes flare with wickedness and she smirks. My natural reaction is to put my arm around Courtney. She shivers when my fingertips run down the side of her arm.

“Shit,” Courtney mutters under her breath. “She’s coming over here.”

Sure enough, Whitney has broken from her old man date and is strutting over to us like she owns this establishment. I glare at her hard enough that she’s too chicken shit to look at me. Instead, her predatory gaze is fixated on her prey. A little sheep she wants to have as an appetizer.

“Well,” Whitney purrs in her syrupy sweet voice she’s perfected, “if it isn’t Courtney the convicted felon. How was prison anyway? Make any girlfriends? You always did prefer women over men.”

Courtney lets out a choked sound.

My body is relaxed, but I’m thrumming with fury beneath the surface. I may be able to fuck with Courtney all goddamned day long, but she is no longer under this bitch’s reign.

“And this,” Whitney says, disdain dripping from her tone as she waves between us. “This is disgusting. She kills your sister and you two are having dinner? I bet you’re fucking too, huh?”

“Stop,” Courtney mutters. There’s no bite, when you’re a sheep.

Whitney arches a brown sculpted brow and scoffs. “Anyway, as I was saying, you’d probably better wrap your dick up with this one. She likes to get fucked up on drugs and sleep with every guy she knows.” She cackles. “Hell, even the ones she doesn’t know.”

“Stop.” Courtney straightens and she’s trembling.

“I don’t know who you think you’re talking to,” Whitney sneers, “but you do not tell me what to do. Someone ought to put you in your place after what you did. This asshole certainly seems to have forgotten you killed his sist—”

“STOP!” Courtney screeches as she flies out of the booth and away from my grip.

There you are, wolf.

But she doesn’t get in Whitney’s face like I expect. No, she fucking attacks. Courtney tackles Whitney and takes her down easily now that she has some weight behind her. The moment they hit the floor, Whitney howls in pain. Courtney has lost her goddamned mind. She claws and screams at Whitney, who desperately tries to swat her away. I let her have her brief moment as I throw down some cash for our bill. Then, I’m out of the booth. Whitney’s date starts to break them up, but I stop him with a menacing glower.

“Don’t fucking think about it.”

He gapes at me in shock. I hook my arm around Courtney’s waist and yank her from her old friend. Whitney doesn’t look at all put together as she lies on the floor, her hair a wild mess and her panties showing now that her dress is pushed up.

“Let me go!” Courtney screams at me as she squirms in my grip.

“Not fucking happening,” I snarl back. I snag her purse from the table and carry her crazy ass out of the restaurant.

“I’m gonna kill her!”

“You’re lucky I saved your ass from doing it too,” I bite back, my words soft but furious. “You have a damn criminal record, sheep. You can’t be doing shit like this unless you want to go back to jail.”

Whitney yells threats at her from behind. She’ll send her back to prison. She’s pressing charges. She’ll tell her lawyer daddy. I ignore all of it as I drag Courtney back to my car.

Loud, ugly sobs rip from her as she gives up her fight. Her body falls limp and makes my job a helluva lot easier. It’s started to rain, and I wonder if dark clouds follow Courtney around everywhere she goes. I don’t release her when we make it back to my car. Instead, I open the front and toss her purse inside.

Her blue eyes find mine and shame flickers in them. I don’t want her to feel bad for taking Whitney down because that bitch deserved it. I do want her to calm the hell down, though. If she’s in jail, I can’t fuck with her. I’m learning I really like fucking with her.

“I’m sorr—”

“Don’t say it,” I bark as I grip her jaw. “Do not fucking say it.”

The rain begins to pelt us. It’s dark because of the clouds, but a streetlamp up the road casts an eerie glow on Courtney’s pretty face. Water rivulets mix with her tears and dance down her red cheeks. The urge to kiss them away overwhelms me.

“I hate her,” she murmurs, her bottom lip wobbling wildly.

“As much as I hate you?” I challenge.

Her eyes flare and she stiffens. “You don’t hate me. Not like you want to.”

“Oh, sheep, but I do.”

She slides her palms up my now-soaked shirt to my neck. My grip on her face falls away as she leans closer. Her hot breath intoxicates me. Confuses me. Speaks straight to my dick. My dick understands the language and perks up as if it’s listening.

“I don’t believe you,” she whispers, her voice carrying a taunting lilt to it.

I spear my fingers through her wet hair and angle her head up so I can stare down at her while I push my erection against her stomach. She makes me crazy. Mentally fucking insane.

“Believe it.”

“You want me.” She licks her lips.

My eyes follow the movement and my mouth waters. Fuck, how I want her. I inhale her when I lean in impossibly close. Our lips brush against each other. I can pull away right now if I want to. But then she’s moaning with such need that I’m suddenly not interested in self-control.

I do want her.

This wolf in sheep’s clothing.

And I want her naked. I want to show her who she really is.

My mouth crashes against hers as I own her with a kiss. The sheep doesn’t want to be owned, though, because she claws at my neck, desperate to bring me closer to her. Her legs hook around my waist and my body moves of its own accord. I press her into the side of my car, bucking my hips as I rub my need against her. She whimpers and moans, driving the feral part of me even wilder.

“Fuck,” I groan as I grip her soaked tit through her shirt and nip at her bottom lip. “I need to fuck you.”

She pulls away to stare at me, heat flickering in her eyes. “So do it.” Her head falls back and the rain really begins to fall. I suck on her soaked neck for a minute, but then I’m doing the unthinkable. My fingers yank at her button and zipper on her shorts. Her body is drenched from the rain, so it takes some wiggling from her and some jerking from me to send her shorts and panties to her ankles. I jerk the door open and guide her half-naked body inside the car.

“On your knees,” I instruct as I fumble with my belt.

She obeys and offers her perfect round ass to me as if it’s mine to use and abuse. Fuck me. The rain splatters her silky flesh and I’m dying to put my dick inside her. Right now, all that matters is fulfilling this mad need I have for her. I push my jeans and boxers down my thighs before gripping my aching cock.

“Please,” she begs. “Rome, please.”

My name on her lips is a fantasy finally come to life. I’m thrust back into twelfth grade dreaming about the bubbly blond cheerleader. She’s no longer a thought I jerk off to. She’s a reality. Hot, sexy-as-fuck, and real. In the backseat of my car, offering her sweet cunt to me like it’s an after-dinner mint.

I grab her fleshy hip with one hand and guide my throbbing dick between her thighs. The tip of my cock slides against her slippery heat, eliciting a groan from each of us. She doesn’t protest when I push into her tight opening. Her cunt grips me so hard, I swear I could come barely lodged inside of her.

“Beg for it,” I bellow, my hand cracking against her ass cheek.

“Please, Rome,” she yells over her shoulder. “I need you.”

I grab onto her hips and thrust hard inside her. Unapologetically. She lets out a scream and I lose it. I lose my fucking mind. One of my fists finds her hair and I tangle my fingers in it. I fuck her hard, maybe even painfully so, as I drink in her cries. She’s not trying to get away—in fact, she’s enjoying the brutality of it. That has me going blind with lust. The rain is slowing my game, so I crawl into the car behind her and pin her to the cushions. I claw at her shirt and her hair as I fuck away every stupid fantasy I had with her. Of course the real thing would be better than I could have ever imagined and that only pisses me off more.

“I hate you.” I seethe. My dick would laugh if it could. My dick fucking loves her.

“I know,” she sobs. “Oh, God.”

She reaches a hand back and fingers my hair as I fuck her like a madman. The simple touch—the simple caress has me coming a lot sooner than I expect. My dick throbs out its release as I yank out of her, spurting cum along the crack of her ass. I fall against her, my nose buried in her soaked hair. Neither of us says a word. I’m uncomfortable as shit. I can’t even come to terms with what we’ve just done. And yet, I don’t want to leave. I don’t want to break this moment because for one second in my godforsaken life, I’m content.

I nuzzle her with my nose until I find her ear. My lips brush against it and I press a soft kiss to it. I’m not sure she deserves it, but in this moment, the one that isn’t my reality, I gift it to her. Fuck, how I want to gift her many more.

When she reaches back again and her fingertips stroke my cheek, I’m snapped back to the present. I jerk away from her and out of the car so I don’t do anything stupid like hold her. Quickly, I put my dick back in my pants and steal one greedy glance at her pale ass that glistens with my motherfucking seed.

“Time to go home, sheep.”
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Courtney

 

“Are we going to talk about the other day?” Mom tries for the millionth time.

“I already told you. We’re friends.”

She purses her lips together as we pull into the parking lot of the shop. “Sweetheart, I’m not comfortable with this. He’s…after all he did…” Anger flashes in my mom’s blue eyes. “He ruined you, baby.”

I stiffen and shake my head. If she only knew how badly he ruined me last night, there’s no way in hell she’d let me go work for him today. Or ever for that matter. “I deserved my sentencing,” I tell her softly. “But we’re working on a friendship now. He’s fixing my car. I’m helping him out. It’s fine, Mother.”

A heavy sigh escapes her. “I just worry about you. You’re so…”

Fragile.

That’s the word she likes to use on me to others as if I don’t hear her talking to my aunt Elaine on the phone all the time.

I’m not fragile.

At least not lately.

Despite Rome saying that he hates me, his body tells me something totally different. When I’m around him, I feel stronger. Fierce. Brave.

“Everything is okay,” I assure her, my voice unwavering.

She reaches over and squeezes my hand. “All right. I trust your judgment.” A smile plays at her lips. “Oh, I may be out late tonight. Don’t wait up.”

I lift both brows. “What? Why?”

Her cheeks tinge pink. “I have a date. Well, another one.”

“Another one? Mom, you never told me you had a first one!”

Her laughter is one that used to warm me as a child. Carefree. Beautiful. Comforting. “We’ve been seeing each other for a little while now. I wanted to tell you, but…”

“But what?”

“I wasn’t sure how you’d take it.” She bites on her bottom lip and she seems younger to me.

“I’m happy as long as you’re happy.”

She nods. “I am. He’s so good to me. And handsome too. Of course you already know that.”

I frown. “I do?”

“Keith. It’s your boss, Keith. Ever since the trial…” She smiles.

“This has been going on since then?”

“Things are pretty serious.”

I reach over and hug her. “Oh my God, Mom! I’m so happy. Of all people, Keith is the nicest person ever.”

She pats me and chuckles. “He’s wonderful. This is such a relief that you’re okay with it.”

We pull away and I grin at her. “I’m more than okay. I’m really happy for you both.”

Someone bangs on the hood of my mom’s car, causing both of us to scream. My eyes lock with Jamal. He flips me the bird before sauntering inside.

“I hate that guy,” I groan.

“Does he harass you? Because if he does, you don’t have to go in there. I’ll find a way to repair your car. You don’t have to do this,” she says, her brows furrowed together.

“It’s fine,” I repeat. And it is. Jamal can kiss my ass.

We say our goodbyes and I hurry inside. Jamal sits at the front counter as if he’s waiting for me. His dark eyes are cold and calculating.

“What are you staring at?” I hiss.

“I was just wondering when we started hiring dumb cunts.”

I shake off his rude comment and start for the shop door. Before I can wrench it open, he grabs my bicep hard enough to make me yelp in pain.

“Your attitude fucking stinks,” he snarls, his spittle spraying my face.

All irritation falls away as terror claws its way up my throat. I’m staring up at this creep when I feel heat behind me. My body responds. The hairs on my arms stand on end and my aching body trembles.

“Is there a problem?” Rome grits out, barely containing his anger.

Jamal laughs and releases me. “She was about to fall. I grabbed her right before it happened.” He yanks the door open and disappears into the shop.

I expect Rome to ask me what happened or want to talk about last night. Instead, he grunts before jerking the door open. He stalks into the shop and I have to hurry to keep up with him. We make it all the way into the supply room without speaking a word to each other. Once inside, he slams the door shut and I yelp.

“What did I tell you?” he demands, his jaw clenching with rage.

I look down at my uniform shirt and jeans. Today I’d left the dark lipstick at home and just have shimmery rose gloss on my lips. My messy hair has been pulled into a ponytail. Nothing out of the ordinary.

“I don’t know…”

His eyes are on mine as he stalks me. I stand there like the sheep he claims I am because I want to get devoured by him. Again. Last night is on constant replay in my mind. With each step, his features tighten and become more murderous. His body pushes mine until I’m pinned to the wall.

In a shockingly gentle move, he caresses my cheek. His brows crash together and his eyes dart all over my face as if I’m a puzzle he’s trying to understand.

“I said stop being so fucking pretty.” His forehead leans against mine and he clenches his eyes shut. “Why do you have to be so goddamned gorgeous?”

I smile, despite the fact he seems furious about his words. “I didn’t wear much makeup.”

His palm finds my throat and he runs his thumb along the flesh. “It’s you. There’s no hiding it.”

“I can’t control that,” I say with a soft chuckle.

“I could make you wear a bag over your head,” he utters, his warning serious. “Fuck, you make me mental.” His lips find my neck and he sucks the flesh hard. “Maybe if I mark you up, people will stay the fuck away.”

I moan when his teeth scrape across the side of my neck. “Why do you want them to stay away?”

His palm cups me between my thighs and he expertly massages my clit through my jeans. “Because you’re mine to torment.”

Because you’re mine.

I conveniently leave the rest of his words out of my mind.

“Yes,” I agree. My head tilts to the side as I offer him more of my skin. “You better show them.”

He sucks hard on my flesh. Over and over again. He bites me until he makes me bleed and I scream. I try to push him away, but then he’s licking away the hurt as he draws pleasure from me. My legs shake and my knees buckle the closer to my orgasm I get. Last night, I didn’t get one because the sex was over as quickly as it began. I’d had to go home and take care of myself. But it wasn’t the same. I wanted it to be him.

“I’m going to ruin this cunt,” he warns, his touch soothing despite his tone. “I’m going to ruin you.”

“I want you to,” I breathe.

He nips at my ear and his hot breath sends me careening for the edge of sanity. All it takes is a few more circles of his fingers before I’m lost completely to the madness only Rome Murray can invoke. I cry out and my knees give out. But he’s there. Still delivering pleasure between my thighs but holding me up with his other arm. I clutch his shirt and ride out the dizzying waves. The moment I come down from my high, he releases me and jerks away as though he’s just remembered I’m a poisonous plant he’s not supposed to touch.

“Stay in here. Don’t open that door for anyone.” He scrubs at his face and pins me with his wild green eyes. His inky black hair hangs over his brow and the raven on his neck seems to breathe in cadence with his own heavy breaths.

“Not even for you?” I bite on my lip as I devour his sexy appearance. I love the wife beaters he wears that look painted on his perfect body. I love the smooth curves of his muscular arms and shoulders that are colored with ink that tell a story I want to know. I especially love the way his thick cock bulges in his jeans. He may lie and say he doesn’t want this, but his body knows the truth.

“Especially not for me, sheep.”

A sound of annoyance escapes him and then he’s gone, slamming the door behind him. I can hear his keys jangle as he locks me inside. This should terrify me considering half the time he looks like he wants to destroy me. Instead, I feel safe. Like he’s keeping me just for himself.

I like that idea a whole lot.

My phone buzzes in my purse and I let out a ragged sigh. Every muscle in my body aches from the way he’s run me physically through the ringer the past couple of days. I’m wobbly, but I fall into the chair and check my phone without incident.

Rome: You’re coming home with me tonight.

A chill skitters through me.

I like that idea a whole lot better.
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In my head, going home with Rome meant alone. Just the two of us. But as we walked through the shop earlier, he was barking out orders to people. Mike, pick up some fuckin’ food. Jamal, don’t get the cheap vodka this time or he’ll take it out of his paycheck when he has to go buy the real shit. Nick, leave the skanks at home this time. Hector, tell your old lady where you’ll be at so she doesn’t show up again with a baseball bat thinking you’re sleeping around on her.

Feeling out of place, I followed Rome, like the sheep he always claims, into his car. He only spoke to me when he drove by my house. Pack a bag and make it quick. I’d been able to change clothes and scribble a note to my mom telling her I wasn’t coming home, but I didn’t even have all my toiletries packed before he started honking the horn.

Impatient ass.

Now, I’m completely out of place. I’ve tucked myself away in the corner of the kitchen while Rome’s modest home fills with some familiar faces from the shop but many more I’ve never met. He’s nowhere to be seen and I’m stuck talking to some guy named Kyle.

“You go to school around here?” Kyle’s eyes keep dropping to my cleavage and I now wish I’d thrown on a T-shirt rather than a tank top. The white material hugs my skin in a way I’d hoped would get Rome’s attention. He didn’t even look up from his phone earlier when I got back into the car. He certainly didn’t notice I’d changed into a denim skirt and was showing all kinds of leg to him. The moment we arrived at his house, he bolted. Again.

“I’m hoping to go to the community college this fall. I’ve been working on getting enrolled.” I flash him a fake cheerleader smile. What I don’t tell him is by “working on getting enrolled,” I really mean praying the dean approves my application. Convicted felons have to get special approval and all.

“No shit?” he says, a lopsided grin on his face. “My brother goes there. If you see Brad Nixon, that’s him.”

I keep the plastic smile in place. “Okay.”

He starts telling me a story about God knows what, but I’ve lost all interest. The room seems to stand still the moment I sense Rome’s presence. My eyes dart between people crowding the kitchen so I can look for his sexy face. The moment my stare locks with his smoldering green-eyed one, every hair on my flesh stands on end as though he’s the one creating this electromagnetic pulse. Kyle drones on, but I can’t look at him.

All I see is Rome.

His perfectly chiseled jaw clenches in that angry way that sets my blood ablaze. He’s not wearing a shirt after his shower and looks good enough to eat in all his lean, muscled tattooed glory. His jeans are holey and worn-out from years of wear, but they look good on him, hanging low on his hips. The black band of his boxers peeks out above them, hiding what I know is a huge dick.

A dick that was buried deep inside me last night.

I shiver at the reminder. Rome gets stopped by some guy who slaps his shoulder and laughs like a freaking buffoon. I take the moment to stare blatantly at his abs that are so cut and defined they almost don’t seem real. His oblique muscles are hard and contoured, bracketing the trail of dark hair that disappears beneath his boxers.

I want to lick him there.

From right below his belly button along that flesh that leads straight to his cock.

My body feels as though it will combust at any moment. I lick my lips and dart my eyes up to find him staring hard at me. Angry. Hateful. But so damn hot.

“Are you cold?” Kyle asks, his hand gripping my bicep. “You’re shivering.” When he starts rubbing up and down on my skin, the goosebumps only get worse.

“I’m fine,” I utter, ignoring the burning glare that’s being shot at me from across the room. I guess we’re back to square one. Him hating the ground I walk on.

“Here,” Kyle says with a chuckle. “This will help.” He turns away from me and grabs a bottle of vodka. After splashing some into a red solo cup, he hands it to me. “Warm you right up.”

Kyle is cute in a baby-faced way. Floppy brown hair. A smattering of freckles on his cheeks. Big brown eyes. Crooked smiles for days.

He’s just not him.

Fire and fury and ferocity.

Kyle is not Rome.

Sharp and severe and hard.

I sip the disgusting liquor and make a face.

“I never said it was good,” Kyle says with a laugh. “Just that it’ll warm you up.”

“It’s so gross.” We both laugh when I make another face after I sip it again.

A giant body bumps into Kyle as it pushes past him. “That’s because you kids are drinking this cheap shit Jamal brought, that fucker.”

I nearly choke the moment Rome reaches between us into the cabinet beside me. His hard chest brushes against mine and I let out an audible gasp.

“Drink this instead.” He sets a different bottle of liquor down beside me on the counter, but I can’t look at it. My eyes are glued to the raven on his throat. Pulsating. Breathing. Living.

“No shit? Thanks, man,” Kyle chirps from behind him.

Rome makes no moves to retreat from me. His body heat warms me faster than the alcohol ever could. I chance looking up at him. His still-wet hair hangs in his eyes, but it barely masks the flickering of rage. The greens and browns in his irises seem to swirl and glow as he watches me.

I should just reach up and kiss him.

Then we could go back to this weird sexual energy we have and not this barely contained hate he has for me. Kyle reaches around him to pluck my cup from me. Still, neither Rome nor I move. Rome’s eyes dart to my lips for a second, but then his nostrils flare as he tears away his gaze.

“Careful,” he sneers, his thumb brushing across my breast and teasing my nipple through my shirt and bra. “Dress like a whore…” He pinches my nipple and I cry out. “Get treated like a whore.”

Prickles of tears assault my eyes, but I refuse to let him or anyone see me cry.

“I’m not a whore,” I hiss under my breath.

He laughs. Cold. Cruel. Mocking. “Keep telling yourself that.” He looks over his shoulder at Kyle. “She’s all yours, big man.”

I’m still in shock long after he leaves my presence.

“What an asshole,” Kyle jokes as he hands me back my cup.

I chase my tears with the better tasting vodka. No sips. Just one quick chug. My throat burns, but I’m already shoving the red plastic back into Kyle’s hands for more. He chuckles and pours another shot’s worth into the cup.

“Cheers,” he says, his body moving closer to mine.

“To what?” I almost snap out the words but soften barely.

“To getting fucked up.”

Fine. I’ll drink to that.

Another fake smile and I down the liquid fire.

“You look really nice,” Kyle says as he once again appreciates my top.

When I steal a look after Rome to see if he notices my top too, he’s laughing with Jamal and some short, black-haired girl. My stomach flops and I greedily accept another one of Kyle’s offered shots.

This is going to be a long night.
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Rome

 

Why the fuck does she have to wear shit that makes every man in the vicinity nearly nut his pants? It’s like she’s dead set on torturing me until the end of time. She’s my purgatory. A life sentence and beyond for the many, many ways I failed my sister. I’m destined to motherfucking burn in her presence.

“Haven’t seen you around much lately,” Dottie says, smacking her gum. She toys with a long black strand of hair in a way she probably thinks is sexy.

I shrug and knock back another shot. “Been busy.” Thinking of ways to not only fuck over Courtney Moss, but to just fuck her in general.

“Shop stuff? You guys still need help? I saw the sign from the window was gone,” she says, moving closer to me when some guys push past. Her fat tits press against me and irritation bubbles in my chest. At one time, I quite enjoyed fucking her big tits. Now, all I can think about are Courtney’s perky, much smaller tits. Tits I still haven’t seen or tasted. My dick lurches in my jeans at the thought of ripping that stupid slutty tank off her perfect body and putting bite marks all over her.

“We have help,” I grunt out and adjust my cock.

Dottie bats her lashes that are adorned with the longest fucking extensions. “You need help in other ways?” Her pink tongue flicks out and licks her thin lips. I drag my gaze from the girl who’s always giving her shit away for free to a pair of swollen lips that I’ve dreamed about more times than I can count.

Since I left Courtney with that douchebag, she’s taken four shots. I keep waiting for the pussy boy to tell her to slow down, but he keeps pouring her more. The stupid ass probably thinks he’s getting beneath that short little skirt tonight.

He has another thing coming.

She’s mine to torment.

Fucking mine.

When she smiles—one of her stupid plastic cheerleader smiles—I know it’s time to send that guy packing. I don’t even answer Dottie and instead storm through the sea of people in my house. Douchebag cries out when I push past him, standing right in front of Courtney. Her cheeks burn bright red as she looks up at me with the bluest damn eyes on the planet.

Wide.

Sad.

Innocent.

Fuck. She is not innocent.

Her full lips part open as if she’s going to say something, but then someone pokes me in the back. Like a feral bear, I turn around snarling. The guy gapes at me, fear flashing in his eyes.

“I think y-you’re scaring her,” he utters, his weak ass puffing out his chest a little.

I size him up with a nasty glare. “I think she likes to be scared.”

His brows crash together. “Dude, you’ve got problems.”

Fisting my hands, I bump his chest with mine. “You’re about to have one giant goddamned problem.”

“Rome…” Her arms encircle my waist and I hiss out a breath of air. I hate that my body responds to her. Fucking always.

“She’s mine,” I hiss at him. “Go find your own thing to toy with.”

He opens his mouth like he’s actually going to argue back, but Courtney slides around to my front so that she’s hugging me, her perfect round tits pressed against my chest. My dick greets her with a thump. If she’s trying to distract me, it’s working.

Her palms slide up my chest to the back of my neck and she stands on her toes. Boldly, despite me being an ass to her, she presses a wet kiss to my mouth. The douchebag mutters something about her being a party skank and the liquor in my veins ignites.

“The fuck you say?” I roar.

He flinches and points his finger at her. At what’s mine. “She’s your skank. Heard you loud and clear.” The asshole salutes me like this is some fucking game.

“No,” Courtney whimpers as she climbs me like I’m a damn tree. Her legs wrap around my waist and she holds on to me like that will stop me from beating this dude’s ass.

With the sheep who’s playing monkey attached to me, I stalk over to him. I’ll be damned if he gets away after saying that shit to me. I grab a fistful of his shirt and yank him over to me so I can get in his face. He reeks of vodka. Kid is shitfaced and acting like a little badass.

“Apologize to her. Now.”

“You called her a whore!” he yells back.

A crowd begins to form and people are acting stupid yelling, “Fight, fight, fight.” It won’t be a fight. I’d knock his ass out with one punch.

“She’s mine. I get to say whatever the fuck I want. But you,” I snarl in his face, “you don’t get to treat her that way. Fucking apologize. Now.”

She buries her face against my chest as if she’s attempting to hide from the entire altercation. I grab onto her ass over her skirt with my free hand and kiss the top of her head.

“Look at him,” I breathe against her hair.

Her head turns to the side. Fucking sheep always doing as she’s told.

“Now,” I order.

“I’m not apologizing!”

“One…” I warn as I try to peel my sexy problem from my body so I can beat this guy’s face in. “Two…”

He must see the murderous rage in my eyes because he cowers. “S-Sorry. Okay? I’m sorry.” I release him and shove him away. Storming past him with Courtney still attached to my body, I scowl at anyone who looks at me wrong. Mike laughs when I pass him and I shoot him the bird. It isn’t until I’m in my bedroom with the door slammed and locked that I realize what I’ve done.

Fuck.

I just came to the damn rescue of my nemesis.

“Thank you,” she mutters against my chest.

Goddammit, why does she have to feel so perfect against me?

Harvey Benjamin is sprawled out on the recliner in my room that sits right under the air conditioning vent. The dog continues snoring, completely unfazed that we’re here.

With a heavy sigh, I sit on the edge of the bed. She’s straddling my thighs and her denim skirt is pushed up. My fingers ache to explore beneath her clothes. I must be drunk as shit because I’m suddenly finding it easy to forget why I’m mad at her. My dick sure as hell has amnesia.

Her lids are heavy and her mouth is parted as she runs her fingers through my hair. As if she’s done it a thousand times. It feels familiar and yet it’s not. This is unchartered territory. Intimacy with someone I’ve spent a year obsessing over. The hate is blurring into something I don’t understand. Intensity. The feelings I have raging inside of me are simply intense. I don’t know what they are, only that they fucking consume me.

She presses a kiss to my mouth and it seems to toss the match on my gasoline-soaked soul. I explode with need for her. Flipping us over, I attack her lips. I suck on the fat bottom one as I roam my hand over her tit. Her moans are like a song. Some song that’s stuck on repeat in my head but no matter how many times I’ve heard it, I don’t want to change it to something different.

Her.

Her.

Her.

I want her on repeat.

Over and over and over again.

“Rome.”

She’s going to kill me with the way she says my name.

“Why are you in my head?” I utter before tugging on her bottom lip with my teeth. “I can’t get you out. You’re fucking haunting me.”

“You started it,” she accuses.

I pull away to inspect her face. Her lips are red and swollen. Pretty blue eyes blink lazily at me. God, I want her.

“How did I start it?” I demand, my voice husky.

“Last night. You…”

“I what?”

“You made me feel again.” Tears well in her eyes and she blinks them away.

Guilt gnaws at me. I fucked her in the back of my car. Like a skank that douchebag accused her of being. I didn’t even get her off. And earlier, in the shop, I’d lost control and gave her an orgasm. Still, it wasn’t right.

“You get to feel when I say you feel,” I mutter as my fingers go to the button on her skirt. “You’ve not felt anything yet.”

Her brows furl together as I unzip her skirt. She lifts her ass when I tug on it so I can free her from the clothing. Once I’ve tossed it away, I admire her tiny scrap of black panties.

“My favorite color,” I admit as I run my fingertip along the wet spot in the center.

She whimpers and quivers at my touch. “Mine too.”

At this, I smirk. “Little cheerleader likes black? I was sure pink was your favorite color.”

Her pouty lips curl into a bright, megawatt smile. I’ve never seen such a brilliant, beautiful look on her face. “I’m no cheerleader anymore.”

I run my knuckle across her clit and laugh when she jolts in response. “What are you now?”

“Your sheep?”

I lift a brow. “My sheep?”

“Your black sheep.”

Quickly, I peel her panties down her thighs but leave them resting just above her knees. Her cunt is smooth and pink and so fucking perfect. My mouth waters for a taste. I grip her thighs and shove them to her stomach so that her pussy is available to me. Her arousal glistens at her opening and I want to suck it down my throat like motherfucking air.

“You don’t deserve my mouth,” I murmur as I bring my mouth close to her cunt. Her scent is intoxicating. Sweet. Sensual. So her.

“I don’t deserve you.” Her words are sad and I hate the tone.

Only I get to make her sad. Nobody else. Not even her.

And right now, sad is the last thing I want her to feel.

I press a kiss to her clit and then allow myself the treat I’d been desperate for. My tongue flicks out for a taste. I run the tip along her seam and feast on her cunt that tastes better than anything I’ve ever had before. Her moan is like an accelerant on the fires raging within me. I spear my tongue between her lips and breach the place my dick was at just last night. Her fingers tangle in my hair as her heels bob against my upper back, almost as if to urge me on.

I lose control.

I devour.

I suck and fuck and take.

She’s mine.

Pulling her lips apart with my thumbs, I expose her sensitive pink flesh. I blow on it and tease it with small bites. I lick and suck until she’s begging me for release.

“Say it,” I order against her clit. “You know what I want to hear.”

“Oh, God, your dirty talk is so hot,” she whimpers.

I capture her small bud of nerves between my teeth. A motherfucking warning.

“Rome,” she breathes.

“Good girl,” I murmur before sucking on her clit.

This goes on and on. The teasing from me and begging from her. Each time she says my name in that desperate moan of hers, I go wilder with lust. When I think she’s had enough dancing on the edge, I thrust my finger inside her and snarl against her cunt. I’m an animal as I devour her sweet pussy. Her screams are my only warning before her body clenches hard around my finger. A gush of arousal leaks from her body and I suck it until she’s clean.

“I need you,” she begs.

Harvey Benjamin snorts from his chair, sending Courtney into a fit of giggles. Her blue eyes shine with joy, and goddamn if it isn’t the most beautiful she’s ever looked. I don’t want to ruin her smile with my cruel mouth, but I do it anyway. It’s what I do. I take and take from Courtney Moss. She’s mine. I pounce on her and crush my lips to hers. Her laughter gives way to a needy moan. She must find a way to wiggle herself out of her panties that I’d left halfway on because soon her legs are wrapped around my waist.

“Rome, please.”

I groan because I don’t want to stop kissing her, but I need these clothes off. Her hooded eyes stay locked on mine as I strip. Once I’m naked, I fall back on top of her.

“Shirt. Off,” I demand as I nip at her bottom lip and slide my cock along her soaked cunt.

“Turn off the light.”

I start to rip at her stupid sexy tank when she swats at me. Her hand slapping my shoulder makes my dick throb against her. Fear flickers in her gaze and I don’t understand it. When I reach to take off her shirt again, she tries to push me away.

“Turn off the light!”

I scowl at her. What the fuck is her problem? “No.”

“Yes!”

She thrashes and attempts to escape me, but I’m stronger and faster. I pin her down by her wrists. My cock rubs against her, eager to push inside. A mewl escapes her when I bring both wrists above her head and capture them with one hand. But when I go to grab for her shirt, she loses her fucking mind.

“Stop fucking moving!” I roar. “What is your problem?”

“JUST TURN OFF THE LIGHT AND THERE WILL BE NO PROBLEM!”

Her body trembles and tears leak from the corners of her eyes. I push the tip of my cock against her entrance and ease in slowly. The fear that had been dancing in her eyes is no longer there as need takes over. The tension seems to leave her muscles and she digs her heels into my ass to pull me deeper inside her.

“Christ, you’re tight,” I groan.

My palm finds her breast over her shirt and I squeeze, causing her to whimper.

“Why won’t you take off your shirt?”

She bites on her lip. “I will. I just don’t want to with the light on.”

I don’t know why I’m indulging this bullshit, but I slip out of her perfect cunt and stalk over to the switch. Once the room is shrouded in darkness, I prowl over to her. I go to take off her shirt, but she’s already naked and waiting. Our mouths meet, as if they are nocturnal beasts, and our teeth clash together. I push inside her lubricated body once more. Her tits are the perfect fit in my palms. I thumb her nipples as I buck into her.

“Rome,” she breathes, her fingers finding my hair.

I close my eyes and fall against her, gathering her in my embrace as I fuck my need into her. We kiss hard and frantic. Desperate. Until we’re both panting for air and my nuts are seizing up.

“Yes,” she whimpers. “Just like that.”

As I fuck her, my pelvis is grinding against her clit. I hold off on my release just barely as her breathing intensifies the closer she gets to her orgasm. The moment she falls off the edge, crying out in pleasure, I spill my seed. Hot and furious. Angry even.

She hugs me to her and I bury my nose against the side of her throat, inhaling her sweet scent. My mind drifts to a memory.
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Courtney Moss.

An angel.

Fuck, she’s gorgeous.

Her blond hair is the color of white silk. Each time she moves or laughs, it catches the light and blinds me. I’m always so fucking mesmerized by her.

“Can I sit here—”

“Beat it,” I snarl to whoever thought they’d sit in front of me and block my view.

The kid stutters but wisely moves away. Courtney’s bitch friend Whitney hangs on her boyfriend and gives Courtney shit the whole lunch period. Today, we’re having pizza. But not Courtney. She picks at a piece of grilled chicken but keeps stealing gazes at everyone who walks by with pizza.

If she were my girl, I’d make sure she ate the goddamned pizza.

But she’s not my girl. Courtney Moss will never be my girl.

She’s an angel, and according to my father, I’m the devil.

“Let me see!” Whitney screeches, a wicked smile on her pretty plastic face.

Courtney grumbles when her friend steals her purse. “Whit. Stop. Please.” Her voice is soft, but she’s upset. It has me fisting my hands. I wish she’d fucking stand up to that cunt.

“Ew. I told you not to use this brand. It puts like ten pounds on you,” Whitney chides as she holds up a package of birth control pills and shows her boyfriend. He smirks and I want to wipe the stupid look right off his face.

“And I told you,” Courtney hisses, “it’s the only brand that doesn’t make me sick.”

At least her boyfriend has some balls because he snags the packet from Whitney and hands it back to Courtney. She shoves it back into her purse and spends the rest of the lunch hour with her head bowed.

When the bell rings, I rise and stalk over to the doorway. I like when she walks by and I get a whiff of her perfume. Today, she doesn’t linger to wait on her friends. She bolts from the table. Her face is bright red as she tosses her trash. With her head down, she races away from them. It isn’t until she crashes into me that she looks up.

On instinct, my arms wrap around her to keep from letting her fall to the floor.

I won’t let you fall, Courtney.

Her head jerks up and I’m staring into the prettiest blue eyes I’ve ever seen. Up close, they look like the sky on a hot summer day. Cloudless. Bright blue. Fucking stunning. Except hers aren’t happy. They’re filled with tears. And when she realizes she’s locked in my arms, she stiffens. Her pouty mouth parts open in shock.

I could kiss her.

Right now.

Lean forward and press my lips to hers.

She’d finally see me. I’d make her realize with one kiss that we could be good together. I’d sure as hell treat her better than her asshole friends. When I lean forward so that our noses almost touch, she gasps. Her body is tense, but she isn’t moving away. In fact, her eyes have fallen to my mouth. My heart gallops in my chest.

“You’re so beau—”

“What the fuck, man?” her boyfriend grumbles as he roughly jerks her away from me and into his arms. “You don’t get to touch her that way.”

Whitney and her boyfriend gape at me as if I’ve got a fucking disease and just infected their friend. Courtney’s boyfriend pulls her against his chest as he glares at me.

My eyes dart to hers and I see the confusion in them.

“Fuck off,” I bite out at him before stalking away.

But I can’t even be mad. For one moment, I had the girl of my dreams in my arms and it was fucking everything.

I smile. It feels stupid on my face, but I can’t even help it.

One day, I’ll find a way to get her to talk to me.

She was meant for me. Not him.

I’ll convince her one day.
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Courtney

 

I wake to someone licking my face. Okay, not someone, but something. Once my hand locates the source, I chuckle. Harvey Benjamin has joined us on the bed and is licking me like I’m his favorite new treat.

He’s not the only beast on me.

Rome’s naked body is curled around mine. His breathing is soft and even as he sleeps. I take a moment to enjoy the way his arm is possessively wrapped around my middle and his hand is splayed out over my ribs. Staying with him like this is perfect, but I need to get up and pee.

And clean myself up.

Shame ripples through me.

My head throbs and reality sinks in. I just slept with Rome. Again. We didn’t use protection. After the night I slept with those two men, I’d gone to the doctor to get tested for STDs. Luckily, they must have used condoms because my results came back clean. I’m upset with myself, though, because I got drunk and was careless. Just like back then. Bad things happen when you’re careless.

Bile creeps up my throat and I quickly escape Rome’s grip. Once in the bathroom, I stare down at the crusted-over evidence of what we did last night. I feel dirty and disgusting. A whore like he said. I can’t even look at my reflection in the mirror. Quickly, I wet a rag and scrub it away until my thighs and pussy are bright red and raw.

What would Raven say?

She would tell me to grow a backbone and stand up for myself. I should be telling Rome he needs to use condoms. But better yet, I should tell him that if he wants to sleep with me, he needs to treat me nicer. The things he said at the party were awful and hurtful. I’m not his plaything to use and abuse. I’m a person. With real feelings.

A choked sound escapes me.

I need to get out of here.

Out of his room. Away from him.

In the darkness, I fumble around until I pick up what feels like a shirt. It isn’t until I have it on that I realize it’s Rome’s T-shirt and smells just like him. I let out a heavy sigh as I slip out of his room. The house is dark, the party gone. I creep down the hallway and push into Raven’s room. As soon as I step inside and close the door behind me, I feel the panic melting away.

I can breathe again the moment I turn on the light and see all her things.

“I’m such a fuck up,” I mutter into the air, as if she can actually hear me. A sob catches in my throat. “I’m so sorry.”

She doesn’t answer.

Of course she doesn’t answer.

I make my way over to her desk and sit in the chair. A smile teases my lips as I thumb through her books. I find myself enthralled in another one of her poetry journals. I’m just flipping to the next page when a business card falls into my lap.

My blood runs cold.

Jackson McConnell. Civil Defense Attorney.

Why does she have Whitney’s dad’s card?

My stomach clenches in realization. Raven’s dad. She told me he was abusive. Could he have been hurting her too? Was she reaching out for help?

A shiver rattles through me. I hate that I was so blind in our friendship. Surely there was something I could have done. For one, I could have come clean sooner. I can almost guarantee she would’ve forgiven me. Had I been able to tell her in person. To hold her as she cried. To take her abuse as she hit me. We could have made it right. I just know it.

But I didn’t.

Our friendship was based on lies.

And in the end, the lies took her life.

I read a poem that is written on a sticky note and stuck to the first page.

The giant and the raven,

In slumber side by side.

Her other half loathes him.

But she soothes the giant to protect the part of her heart that lives.

Beneath.

Beneath.

The raven has the answers, but you have to dig.

Her other half will save the princess.

A door closes somewhere within the house and I jump. I slap the journal closed before dropping it back into the drawer. The bedroom door swings open, causing me to cry out in surprise.

Rome stands in the doorway.

Strong. Tall. Powerful. Imposing.

And sleepy.

His dark hair is messy and he rubs at his eye as he regards me with tired eyes. He’s thrown on a pair of loose boxers that hang low on his hips revealing his delicious “V” that makes my mouth water.

“What are you doing in here?” His voice is raspy from sleep.

“Me? Uh. Nothing,” I lie, my voice shaking.

He seems to tense up as he takes in the scene. My guilty face. Sitting at Raven’s desk. Papers strewn about. His body straightens and his signature scowl contorts his boyish handsome face into one that is hard and cruel. Rome doesn’t utter a word as he stalks over to me. I’m yanked from the chair and into his arms. He locks them tight around me as his words come out hot against my hair.

“I thought I told you to stay the fuck out of her room.”

I squirm in his arms and look up at him. “You’re not my boss.”

His fingers seize my jaw and he glares at me. “You’re in my fucking house, sheep.”

“You can’t control me.” My words shake as they come from my throat, but I feel brave in Raven’s room. Like she’s here with me, coaching me on what to say.

“Yes,” he snarls. “I can. You’re in my house. You do what I want.”

I squeak when he lifts me by the ass and sets me on the edge of the desk. My thighs are wrenched apart and his boxers are shoved down. Then, he’s inside of me. I moan and claw at his bare chest.

“You have to be nice to me,” I mutter, all resolve melting away when he touches my clit.

“This is nice.” His thumb rubs circles on my sensitive nerves as he slowly slides in and out of me.

Yes, it’s more than nice.

Oh, God.

“Please…”

“Please, what, sheep? Please fuck you until you cry?”

“You’re insane,” I breathe, my eyes fluttering closed.

His mouth finds my neck and he sucks me hard. He works me with his thumb as he drives into me.

Focus, Courtney.

“Rome,” I whimper, my body shaking with need. “You can’t just take it whenever you want.”

He nips at my throat. “Want me to stop?” Slowly, he begins withdrawing. I claw at his shoulders. “I didn’t think so, sheep.”

“We…condoms…”

He chuckles and slams hard into me. “I’m clean. And I’ll take my chances with you.”

Careless stupid man.

“Rome—”

His mouth finds mine and then we’re kissing hard. I get swept up into his vortex. He dizzies and confuses me. Steals me from my body and devours every part of who I am. I can’t think straight when Rome is consuming me whole.

I come with a shriek that sets him off. His hips thunder into me a few more hard thrusts before a blast of hot cum shoots inside of me. My pussy clenches desperately as if it can somehow keep him locked inside me forever.

“Stay out of her room,” he mutters.

I burst into tears.

Instead of pushing me away or yelling at me, he carries me over to the bed and sits. His strong arms wrap around me as I bury my face against his neck. He runs comforting circles on my back with his hand as I cry.

Eventually, I stop crying.

He lies back on Raven’s bed, pulling me to him, and we fall asleep.
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It’s been three days.

Three days since Rome dropped me off. Without a word. As if we didn’t have sex. As if he didn’t hold me like I was everything in his world. I’d managed to make it through my diner shifts, but today I called in sick.

I’m tired.

Empty.

Dead inside.

I can’t take the constant push and pull with Rome. He’s messing with my mind. One moment he’s soft and warm and I have hope. The next moment, he’s hard and cold and cruel. His moods are worse than mine.

I can’t eat.

I can’t sleep.

All I can do is think.

My thoughts are my prison.

Over and over, I wonder about that business card. I want to ask Rome, but I can’t. He’s too closed off. Besides, whatever we had together is gone. We slept together twice in one night and then he was easily able to pretend the intimacy never happened. I keep grasping for things I’ll never reach. Things I don’t deserve anyway.

I hear a sound and my body stills.

Mom is with Keith, so I know it isn’t her. My heart beats to life for the first time in days.

My light flips on and I yank the covers over my face.

“I could be a criminal coming to take advantage of you.” His deep voice is irritated. “Why are you in bed? It’s five in the evening.”

“I’m tired. Go away.”

But my stupid heart wants him to stay.

The covers are yanked away from me and tossed to the floor. I squint up at him. He looks good today wearing a sleeveless T-shirt that showcases his sculpted biceps and a pair of basketball shorts. A ball cap sits backward on his head and he seems younger than his nineteen years.

“I was on my way to the gym and something told me to come see what Little Bo Peep was doing.” He scrubs at his face with his palm before throwing his hands in the air. “Fucking hiding. Per usual. Get the fuck up, sheep.”

I glare at him. “I’m not hiding. I’m tired.”

“You’re depressed. I know what depression looks like, dammit,” he barks out, a flash of pain sparking in his eyes. “Now get out of this bed and take a fucking shower.”

Fire blazes in my chest and it hurts. Rolling to my side, I ignore him. That is, until I’m lifted into his arms. I scream and thrash as he carries me to the bathroom. I’m dumped into the tub and then icy cold water showers down on me.

“You asshole!” I scream as I scramble to my feet. The chilly water soaks my T-shirt and panties. My entire body trembles from the cold. He starts to grab at my shirt, but I kick him. Determination gleams in his eyes as he grabs the fabric at the bottom and rips it apart like a damn Neanderthal. The shirt is torn from me and tossed to the shower floor with a loud thwap. I curl my arms around my stomach to hide from him, my breasts jiggling as I retreat away from him.

“Let. Me. See.” His voice comes out like a snarl.

Defeated, I sob and allow him to yank my arms away. When I peek at him to see his reaction, I expect fury. But for a moment, he simply stares with his mouth slightly parted. A look of heartbreak on his handsome face.

“Courtney…” My name comes from his lips like a prayer. Sad and confused. It makes my chest seize that he called me by name and not that stupid nickname he’s given me. “What is this?”

His fingertips run along the ridges and I feel slimy. Disgusting. Gross. I push his hand away and snap at him. “A coping mechanism. Now will you please let me shower alone?”

He rises to his feet, gives me a clipped nod, and slams the bathroom door shut behind him. A hysterical sob wracks through me as I turn the knob to hot and crumple to the bottom of the tub.

I lie there, my pain running through me like a river, until the water once again goes cold.
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Rome

 

I pace her room for what feels like hours. Thinking. Obsessing. Fucking worrying.

A coping mechanism.

Guilt slices through me, more painful than any cut I’ve ever inflicted upon myself. I can help her. I can stop this. Fuck. I’m still walking holes in her carpet when she emerges from the bathroom.

Defeated.

Sad.

Fucking broken.

Her towel is wrapped securely around her body and she won’t meet my stare. Screw this. I stalk over to her and scoop her into my arms. She’s tense at first but then relaxes. I carry her over to the bed, kicking off my tennis shoes along the way, and climb in with her. When I grab for her towel, she stops me with shaky words.

“Please…”

Please don’t?

Please pretend this never happened?

Please go away?

Not waiting for her to finish her statement, I tug at the towel and reveal her naked torso to me. Lines. So many lines. Scarred flesh on her stomach. Neat rows. Some white. Some pink. Several still scabbed over. Her tits wobble with every ragged breath she takes. I hate how fucking thin and frail she appears now—as though she hasn’t eaten a thing in the past few days. Her skin is a pallid color and splotchy red from the heat of the shower.

Sweet, perfect Courtney Moss is in trouble.

She hides in plain view. Hides the monsters and the hate and the pain.

“How long?” I demand.

Her head turns away from me and she stares at the wall. “Not long after I was released from prison.” She pauses and lets out a sharp breath when my thumb rubs against her newest self-inflicted cut. “I didn’t know how to deal with the pain that clawed me from the inside. I wanted to free it. To let it escape. But I didn’t know how to. I sucked at coping with Raven’s death. Then it hit me. It’s how she coped.”

My blood runs cold. “Raven wasn’t a cutter.”

She snaps her gaze to mine. “She was.”

I want to scream at Courtney. My sister wasn’t the cutter. It was me. I’m clenching my jaw to keep hateful words locked inside when she slips out of the bed. She disappears into the closet and returns wearing a T-shirt. When she crawls back into bed, she holds up a picture that’s been crudely cut.

“She was,” she says again, her words soft. “I cut off the top of the picture because I couldn’t bear to see that look in her eyes any longer.” Her body trembles with sadness.

I stare at the picture of a torso similar to Courtney’s. Despite Raven’s face not being in the picture, I know it’s my sister. I recognize her birthmark near her belly button.

Cuts.

So many cuts.

How did I not know this? Many of the photos were referenced during the trial but not revealed. And honestly, if they were, I wasn’t paying attention. My hate for Courtney blinded me. I was so focused on her that I couldn’t pay attention to my attorney or anyone for that matter.

“She learned it from me,” I choke out. Which means Courtney essentially learned it from me too. “Fuck.”

Courtney shakes her head and wraps an arm around my middle. She rolls me to face her and then her sweet lips are on mine. I don’t understand how she could be trying to comfort me when all I’ve done is try to ruin her.

What kind of fucking monster am I?

“I’m sorry,” I mutter against her full lips. I don’t know if I’m telling her or Raven or myself. All I know is that I hate this feeling in my gut. I want Courtney and I’m tired of pretending I don’t.

She’s suffering.

That’s all I wanted.

And now that I’ve seen it—now that I’ve felt it—I don’t like it.

I fucking hate it.

I want to be the one to make it better.

“Courtney,” I murmur as my hand whispers over her throat. “I’m sorry.”

She shakes her head and starts to cry. “Don’t say that. Please.”

I silence her by deepening our kiss. My body rolls on top of hers and I crush her with my apologies. We’re both desperate to consume the other. Her fingers yank at my hair and my teeth nip at her lips. My dick is so hard that it’s poking into her wet cunt through my shorts. I quickly jerk my shorts down and enter her with a hard thrust.

Instead of moving, though, I enjoy simply being connected to her. I lift up on an elbow to stare at her gorgeous face. Even pale and dark circles rimming her eyes, she’s beautiful. I rain kisses down all over her face, kissing each eyelid and the tip of her nose. I’ve been hateful to her—a motherfucking monster—and all I want to do is kiss away all of that. She doesn’t deserve it.

“You’re teasing me.” She pouts.

I laugh and my cock jerks inside of her. “Teasing you is fun, pretty girl.”

Her eyes shine and a smile tugs at her mouth. “I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve said to me.”

Guilt consumes me, but I play it off with a grin before attacking her lips. I kiss her hard in hopes to convey to her that I’m sorry. My hips buck against her and she claws desperately at me. I love how her body responds to mine, as though I’m the only one who could ever deliver her the pleasure she needs. I rub against her in a way that makes her clit respond. Soon, she’s quivering in my arms, her cunt clenching around me. I come hard and with a guttural groan. My hips thrust until I’m no longer hard inside her. Slipping out of her, I lie beside her and twirl her wet hair in my fingers.

“Rome,” she murmurs, her brows crashing together. “I need to tell you something.”

I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter anymore. I can’t live my life obsessing over the shit I can’t control.” I kiss the corner of her mouth. “This matters. You matter.”

She lets out a sigh of relief and glues her body to mine. “The universe has a bad sense of humor.”

I laugh and kiss her forehead. “That motherfucker should quit his day job.”

Her body relaxes and we both drift off. Before I’m fully asleep, she mutters sleepily, “I’m afraid this will all disappear one day.”

Squeezing her tighter to me, I silently argue with her.

I won’t let this fucking disappear one day. You have my word, Courtney Moss.
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“No!” Courtney hollers as she chases Harvey Benjamin down the hall.

“I told you he’s a dickhead when it comes to pizza!” I holler after her.

She must lose the battle because she soon stomps back into the living room, her nose scrunched up. “Your dog is an asshole.”

Laughing, I pat the sofa beside me. “Tell me something I don’t know. Come sit with me and I’ll feed that pouty mouth.”

She grins and crawls into my lap. Fuck, she feels perfect in my arms. It’s been two weeks since I discovered she was cutting. Two weeks since we’ve found some middle ground. I come steal her away whenever she’s not working at that stupid diner. She’s been coming to the shop per usual, but I like it best when I have her alone at my house so I can ravish her uninterrupted.

I hold up my pizza and feed her a bite. Since we’ve been “together,” she’s seemed so happy. All smiles and her face lights up when she sees me. I’ve never had someone so damn elated to be in my presence. It does wonders for my ego.

“My mom is getting married,” she says as she chews. “To my boss.”

“Are you okay with that?”

She nods. “He’s a nice guy. Really helped me out when…”

I knew of Keith Hamby but never really got to know him even though Raven had worked at the diner.

“Anyway,” she chirps and the tone is fake. “I’m happy for them. How much longer until you’ve fixed my car?”

Now it’s my turn to be fake. I lie through my fucking teeth. “The transmission is totally fucked up. Needs to be flushed. Still working on it.”

Her brows crash together. “I thought my motor was dead.”

“It was. It’s fixed. But that car has a mess of problems. You should probably just get a new one,” I say with a sigh.

“I can’t. I’m saving up for something else.” Her eyes grow distant and she starts to slide out of my lap.

I grip her waist and don’t let her go. “What?”

Her cheeks turn bright pink. “College.” She chews on her bottom lip. “I got accepted.”

“Where at?” My voice is strained because I don’t like the idea of her leaving me.

“The community college.”

A breath of relieved air escapes me. “They accept everyone,” I tease.

Her throat bobs and she climbs out of my lap. She disappears into the kitchen. Confused by her sudden mood change, I get up and stalk after her. Her hands are on the counter at the sink and she stares down into it.

“What’s the matter?” I demand as I step behind her and envelop her in a hug.

She’s tense, and fuck, I think she’s crying.

“Nothing. I’m happy. It’s great news.”

“You act like you just got accepted to Harvard,” I mutter. “It’s community college.”

She twists in my arms and attempts to shove me away. I grab her wrists, pinning her body to the edge of the counter with mine.

“Out with it.”

Her chin lifts in a defiant manner. “They accept convicted felons on approval only. There. Are you happy? To me, it is Harvard. It’s everything. I finally have a future. I’m not destined to work at the diner until I’m old and gray.”

I release my grip and hug her to my chest. When she calms the fuck down, I stroke her hair and kiss the top of her head. “What are you going to school for?”

“Psychology.” Her voice is a whisper as though she’s embarrassed. “I want to help kids going through problems. Eating disorders. Depression. Self-harm.” She pauses. “I just want to help.”

“Raven wanted to be a child psychologist.”

“I know,” she says.

I pull away from her and scowl. “You can’t breathe life back into her by taking over her old one.” As soon as the words leave my lips, guilt rages through me.

She blinks rapidly at me as though I’ve struck her. “I didn’t say that.”

“Courtney…”

“Can you take me home?” Her eyes brim with tears and she drops her gaze.

“No.”

Her head jerks up. “W-What?”

I shrug and release her. “I’m not taking you home.”

“You’re going to make me walk?” she utters, shock in her words.

“No. You’re not fucking going anywhere.”

She crosses her arms over her chest. “You’re not being very nice.”

“I’m not a nice person.”

I pull her into my arms and she relaxes. For a moment, all is right in our imperfect world.
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Me: Show me. I need something to get me through my work day.

The dots move and I wonder if she’ll really send it.

Courtney: PHOTO ATTACHED.

Fuck me, the picture is hot. She’s lying on her bed, the sun shining in behind her through the window, and she’s naked. The sheet is delicately lying across her waist and her arm is stretched across her tits. You can’t see anything aside from the outer curves of her breasts, but it still gets me fucking hard.

Me: Beautiful.

Courtney: Thank you.

Me: Are you smiling right now?

Courtney: PHOTO ATTACHED.

Her lips are curved up in a shy, playful smile. Goddammit, I’m obsessed with this woman.

Me: Come to the shop. I need you.

Courtney: I can’t. I promised my mom I’d run to the store since I’m using her car today. Then, I have to go pick her up from work.

Me: Later? I want you at my house tonight and on my dick. Tell me when to pick you up.

Courtney: You’re so demanding…

Me: Why are you naked?

Courtney: Why do you think?

My dick goes rock hard in my jeans as I think about her touching herself.

Me: Bad girl. You’re supposed to save all the fun for me.

Courtney: Selfish boy.

Me: Greedy is the word. And I’m a man not a boy who, right now, wants to throw you over his shoulder caveman style and lock you in his bedroom.

Courtney: Anyone ever tell you that you have psychotic tendencies?

Me: Mike tells me that all the time. You’re the future quack, though, so maybe you should give me a physical to diagnose me properly.

Courtney: We’ll play doctor tonight. Pick me up after seven.

It’s going to be a long damn day.
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Courtney

 

I’m just pushing the shopping cart out of the grocery store when I nearly mow down Whitney. And it’s surprisingly by accident. She jumps out of the way and hisses at me.

“Well, if it isn’t the convict, little Courtney Girl Killer.” Her nose wrinkles in disgust. Now I finally know how it feels to be on the receiving end of Whitney’s bitchiness. Not much worse than being her friend, oddly enough.

“Screw you,” I bite out and start to move past her.

She grabs the cart and puts her foot on the bottom to keep it from going anywhere. We’re standing just outside of the doorway and people have to step around us to go by.

“Word on the street is you’re fucking the freak. I always knew you were a bottom feeder,” she bites out. “You proved that when you chose his equally weird-ass sister over our friendship.”

Anger bubbles up inside of me. “Move.”

“Or what? You’ll beat me up again?” she scoffs and flips her silky brown hair.

“Your dad wanted to help her,” I bluff. I’m not sure why Raven had his card but maybe Whitney knows.

For a moment, her eyes widen and her lips part. Then, her face contorts into a nasty expression. “My daddy wouldn’t touch her with a ten-foot pole.”

At that, I lift a brow. “Touch?”

Her neck burns bright red and I’ve never seen her so upset. “Fuck you, dirty slut.” She storms off into the store without another word.

My curiosity gets the better of me. Ever since I found the business card in her notebook, I’ve wondered what she could have employed the help of Mr. McConnell with. I rush to Mom’s car and load the groceries into the trunk. Instead of taking them straight home, I drive to the law office of McConnell, Gruber, and Shelton.

Growing up, we weren’t allowed to visit Mr. McConnell at his law office. Whitney’s mother was all about keeping up appearances. She said by us going up there, it would dampen the professionalism they exude there. I’d never been too bothered, but I could tell it annoyed Whitney. She’s always been more of a daddy’s girl.

When I pull up, it takes me a bit to find a parking spot. Once I climb out of the car, I frown at my appearance. If I’d known I was going to his fancy law office, I would’ve worn something nicer. Currently, I’m anything but. I’d thrown on a fitted pink tank top and a pair of Victoria’s Secret black cotton shorts. My long hair is messily twisted into a bun and my tennis shoes are the ones I wear to the diner, so they’re scuffed and dirty.

Ugh.

With a frown, I fling the giant glass door on the front of the building open and walk inside. The lobby smells of cinnamon and oranges, a surprisingly welcome scent. A woman sitting at the receptionist desk narrows her eyes at me.

“May I help you?”

I walk over to the desk and clasp my hands, resting my forearms on top. “I need to see Mr. McConnell, please.”

Her features screw up into one of displeasure. “I’m sorry, but do you have an appointment?”

“No, but I’m a friend of his daughter’s,” I lie.

She rolls her eyes but quickly turns her head so that I don’t see. Irritation bubbles up inside of me.

“He’s at the courthouse, but I can have him call you when he gets back,” she says blandly as she picks up a pen. “What’s your name again?”

I open my mouth but then the door behind me opens. Two men laugh as footsteps make their way toward us. The receptionist sits up straight and her cheeks bloom pink. I jerk around to see Mr. McConnell and another guy around his age both dressed in suits striding our way.

“Courtney?” he asks, astonished. “What are you doing here?” I’d always thought he was handsome growing up, but he was also so cold and closed off. He’s an exact replica of his daughter, which I used to think was cool, but now it simply makes me nervous. His stare is the same scrutinizing one she has.

“Mr. McConnell,” I rush out. “I was wondering if I could have a moment of your time. As friends.” I don’t want him to bill me at his ridiculous amount. Three-hundred dollars an hour, my mom said. When all the shit went down last year, she called hoping he’d help us out, but then he’d told her his rate. Of course we couldn’t afford it.

His friend snorts, flashing me a devilish look before slapping Mr. McConnell on the shoulder. “Let me know how your meeting goes later.”

Mr. McConnell laughs and waves his friend off as he regards me. “You’re not a child anymore, Courtney. Call me Jackson.” I’ve always been the annoying friend of his teenage daughter, which means he never hardly looked at me before. Now, his brown eyes sparkle with interest. As if he’s genuinely curious about why I’m here. Under his bold stare, I feel my skin heat. He smirks as his hand finds the small of my back. “Come to my office. We’ll chat there. Meredith,” he calls out to the receptionist. “Please don’t disturb us.”

She makes a squeak of agreement and I can’t help but be happy that she’s clearly intimidated by him. We walk down a series of hallways until we arrive at what appears to be one of the bigger offices. He pushes inside the door, his hand firmly guiding me inside. The moment he closes the door, he grins at me.

“I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever,” he says and holds his arms open as though he’s waiting for a hug.

His approval warms me and I fall into his embrace. As soon as I’m pulled against him, my emotions overwhelm me. My life has been chaos for over a year now. I catfished someone undeserving and drove her to suicide, I lost my best friend, spent time in jail, and have been thrashing to stay above water ever since. This entire town seems to have discarded me as disgusting trash. So now that an important figure from my childhood and teen years is comforting me, I cling desperately to him.

“Shhh,” he coos. “Don’t cry, sweetheart.”

Mr. McConnell has never been kind or gentle. Sharp. Severe. Hard. That is the Jackson McConnell I know and remember. While I sob against him, he rubs comforting circles on my back, his fingertips brushing along the swell of my ass. I stiffen and he settles his palm on my butt.

“When did you grow up?” he murmurs, his hot breath tickling my hair.

My stomach roils with nerves, but I don’t move. He’s just trying to soothe me, not feel me up. Mr. McConnell isn’t like that. He probably doesn’t even realize his hand is on my ass.

“I’ve had to do too much growing up in the past year,” I choke out, my voice shaking.

He pulls away and removes his hand from my butt. His brows are furrowed together with worry, once again calming me. Of course he wasn’t being inappropriate. My mind is a frazzled mess.

“I’m sorry Whitney hasn’t been a good friend,” he says with a hint of disapproval. “She’s having some problems of her own. I hope the two of you can work things out again.”

I force a fake smile. My cheerleader smile. If there’s anything I don’t want to do, it’s try and repair my friendship with Whitney. Whitney sabotaged and exposed my relationship with Raven. She was the catalyst for a series of events that destroyed that poor girl’s life and nearly mine in the process.

“Maybe,” I lie.

His thumbs swipe across my cheeks and he cleans away my tears. When I shiver, his palms slide to my shoulders and down the outside of my arms. “We keep it cold in here,” he says with a smile as his eyes drop to my chest. My nipples are indeed sticking out from the cool temperature, but the fact that he’s staring at them through my tank has me shivering from nerves instead. “Here,” he says as he shrugs out of his jacket. “Wear this so you don’t freeze, sweetheart.”

I feel awkward putting on his jacket, but it’s still warm from his body heat. “Can we, um, talk?”

He nods, a frown marring his handsome older face. “Let’s sit.”

I’m guided over to a small leather sofa near the windows of his office. I sit down and he sits close enough that the outside of our thighs touch. He wraps an arm around me and pulls me against his side. All the sudden affection has my heart hammering in my chest. I feel uneasy about it, but then I worry I’m overreacting. Instead of freaking out, I relax against him.

“Spill what’s bothering you,” he says, his voice holding the authoritative tone I remember growing up.

I let out a sigh. “I was wanting to talk about Raven.”

He stiffens and I look up at him in question.

“Raven Murray?” His jaw clenches and his gaze finds the window. “You know we shouldn’t be talking about this. You’ve already been sentenced and served your time. There’s not much more to discuss.”

I don’t like being wrapped up in his side hug when he loses the softness in his voice. It’s as though I’m a trapped animal and the predator is trying to decide if he’s hungry or not. I start to sit up, but his hand on my thigh stops me. My breath seizes up in my chest. He doesn’t do anything with his hand, just settles it on my flesh near the hem of my shorts.

“Um,” I start but lose my courage when he gives my thigh a squeeze. My heart rate hammers in my chest. “Um. I just wanted to ask you a question.”

“Go on, sweetheart,” he encourages as his hand starts rubbing my thigh. “What’s your question?”

“Raven had your card. Why?”

When he doesn’t respond, I look up at him. He’s invading my space and creeping me out, but I want answers.

“I have no idea,” he replies, a flicker of dishonesty in his gaze. “You look just like your mother. You both have those same lips.”

Embarrassment heats my flesh because now he’s looking at my mouth the way Rome looks at my mouth. Like he wants to eat it.

“Mr. McConnell—”

“Jackson,” he mutters, his head lowering to mine.

When I turn my head, his fingers bite into my thigh hard enough to startle me. I jerk back, my mouth open to ask him to stop, and then his lips are on me. Hard and demanding. I’m so shocked that it takes me a moment to realize Whitney’s dad is trying to shove his tongue down my throat. I cry out and push at him.

His lips are wet and red and his eyes are flaring in a slightly manic way. “If you wanted me, sweetheart, you didn’t need to come in here with an excuse. I don’t play the coy games. You’re an adult. We’re both consenting adults. Adults don’t need an excuse to fuck.”

I jerk away from him and stand abruptly. “Y-You’re married,” I stammer out in horror.

He rises to his feet, his erection obvious in his slacks, and towers over me. “What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her. Just like what Whitney doesn’t know won’t hurt her. It’s been a long time coming, you and I.” He smirks. “Like I didn’t notice all the dirty, sexy looks you’d send my way when you weren’t even legal. Such a naughty girl.” He winks at me as if we share a secret.

“You have it all wrong, Mr. McConnell—”

“Jackson. Although when you say my name like that, it’s a turn-on.”

“I think you’ve misunderstood,” I breathe, my hands held up as if that will keep him from advancing.

But it doesn’t stop him and he steps into my space, pressing his chest against my palms. “Oh, come on, Courtney. Everyone saw pictures of you riding that man’s cock. Word on the street is that you are into older men.”

His hand finds my hip and he rubs his hardness against my stomach. I’m so horrified, I’m unsure of what to do.

Sheep.

Rome’s voice in my head is mocking.

It ignites the fire within me.

I am not a sheep.

I am a wolf.

With a hard shove, I push him away from me. “D-Don’t touch me like that,” I hiss. “You’re way out of line, Jackson.”

The sultry looks he was giving me instantly harden to a furious glare. “Touch you like what?” he demands.

“Kiss me and grope me,” I snap back, my voice shrill.

He crosses his arms over his chest and levels me with a glare. “Give me my jacket.”

I shrug out of it and toss it to him. With his eyes on me, he slides it back on and buttons it.

“Where shall I send the bill?” he asks, his voice cold. “I’m sure your mother already told you my hourly rate.”

I gape at him. “W-What?”

“When you come see an attorney to discuss suing the Murray family for emotional damage, you must pay for our service.”

“What are you talking about? I never said anything about suing!”

His eyebrows lift. “I know you’ve always had a thing for me, sweetheart, but there’s no need to throw yourself at me. I’m a married man, for crying out loud. It’s inappropriate.”

I gape at him as hot tears well in my eyes. “You’re making all this up.”

“Making what up? I’m not the one who showed up barely clothed in an attempt to seduce an attorney into getting free legal advice.” He shakes his head as if I disgust him. “I’m disappointed in you, sweetheart.”

“You’re disgusting,” I choke out. “A lying pig.”

He stalks over to me and lowers his face to mine. “Get out of my office before I call the police, whore.”

I am a wolf.

I slap him hard across the cheek. Surprise registers in his features before he nearly turns purple with rage.

“I could have your ass arrested right now.” He seethes. “One call and you’d be out of here so fast in cuffs, you wouldn’t know what hit you. Are you sure you want to do that to your poor mother again?”

I lift my chin in defiance and call his bluff. “Maybe you should call them. I’d love to let them know what a sicko you are.”

A muscle in his jaw ticks as he narrows his eyes at me. With lightning quick reflexes, he snags the phone from his desk and dials a number. My heart stops in my chest.

“Security? Yes, this is Jackson McConnell. I have a woman needing to be escorted from the property. She’s making threats and has already caused bodily harm.”

He hangs up and regards me with a smug stare.

“This isn’t over,” I spit out at him as I start out the door.

“Oh, sweetheart,” he says in a condescending tone he no doubt taught Whitney, “but it is. Goodbye and don’t come back. Ever.”
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Rome

 

“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” I ask as I stir the noodles on my stove.

Courtney absently pets Harvey Benjamin but jerks her head up at my question. Guilt flashes in her blue eyes as she stands. “What?”

“Ever since I picked you up earlier, your head has been elsewhere. You didn’t even respond to my dick pic.” I smirk at her. “Did it stun you speechless?”

A smile tugs at her lips. “It’s a nice looking dick, for sure.”

“The nicest.”

“Definitely the nicest.” She lets out a sigh. “I’m sorry. I had a bad day.”

“Getting groceries was traumatic?” I tease.

“I ran into Whitney.”

I turn and regard her with a frown. “Was she being a bitch again?”

She nods. “She was. And then I went to see her dad.”

“Why?”

“Well,” she murmurs, her lip wobbling. “I’d seen his business card when I was looking in Raven’s notebook. I wanted to ask him about it.”

My chest tightens at the mention of my sister. “Who cares why she had his card? Why are you so worried about it?”

Hurt flashes in her eyes. “I don’t know. I was just curious…”

“Stop,” I bark out. “She’s dead, Courtney.” My words come out harsh and accusing and not at all how I meant to deliver them.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers.

I grit my teeth and keep from yelling at her again for apologizing. “Let it go, please. For all you know, she could have just found his card somewhere. You’re making shit out of nothing. And quite frankly, I’m tired of you rummaging around in her belongings every chance you get.”

Her nose turns pink and her nostrils flare. “I haven’t been in her room since that night.”

That was the night I decided I wanted to keep her.

“Good. Now drop it. I’m tired of fucking hearing about it,” I grumble as I turn my back to her.

She doesn’t make a peep. When I turn around to look at her, she’s gone from the kitchen. A door slams within the house and I can safely assume she’s locked herself in the bathroom.

Harvey Benjamin whines and cocks his head at me.

“Don’t put your guilt trip on me, man,” I gripe. “She’s being ridiculous. You’re just partial to her because she plays with you and lets you lick her. Women are complicated.”

He lets out a loud bark as if he disagrees.

“I’m simply trying to save you some heartache,” I tell him as I turn off the stove.

He barks as if he really thinks he’s speaking to me.

“I’m not going to apologize,” I argue.

He cocks his head again and then lets out a disgusting-ass fart that has me fleeing the kitchen. “Okay, you win, HB,” I holler over my shoulder. “Goddamn, your ass stinks!”

The bathroom door opens as I reach it. Without hesitation, I grab Courtney’s hips and pin her to the doorframe. My lips brush across hers and I trail soft kisses to her ear.

“I’m sorry, sheep.”

“I am a wolf,” she snaps back, her body rippling with sudden anger.

I grip her jaw and crush my mouth against hers. Her fury dissolves as I kiss her hard, my erection stabbing into her. I’ve missed her today and I don’t want to fight over stupid shit. Apparently she seems to agree because when I start to pull her shirt up, she lifts her arms. Her shirt gets tossed away, and while I work at the button on her jeans, she runs her fingers through my hair. Fuck, I love when she does that. I nip at her breast and revel in the sharp breath she exhales.

“Rome,” she whimpers. “I need you.”

I yank at my shirt and throw it into the hallway. Greedily, I pull her jeans and panties down her thighs. My mouth latches onto her pink clit and her whimpers become more desperate. I pull away to unfasten my jeans so I can grip my cock, when I see them.

Purple.

Round.

Five.

“What the fuck is this?” I demand, my fingertips delicately brushing along her thigh. “Did I do this to you?” When I jerk my head up to look at her, the worry is back in her gaze as she bites on her plump bottom lip.

Don’t lie to me, sheep.

“It wasn’t you,” she breathes, her voice barely audible.

I rise to my full height, rage bubbling inside of me as I look down at her frightened face.

“Who?” I seethe. I’m feeling the need to punch the fuck out of whoever touched her like they thought she belonged to them. Is she cheating on me?

“Mr. McConnell.”

I blink in confusion. “Whitney’s dad did this to you?”

Heavy tears roll down her cheeks and her brows pinch together. It’s then I realize she didn’t want whatever he did to her. Black rage blinds me and I stumble backward, my brain on one mission: kill that motherfucker.

“Stop,” she hisses. “What are you doing?”

“Did he…” I can’t even bring myself to say the words.

“No, he didn’t. He just bruised me and stuck his tongue down my throat,” she murmurs, her fingers biting into my shoulders as she tries to keep me from blasting from the bathroom on a hunt for that man. She kicks off her jeans and then leans into me, her bare breasts smashing against my chest.

“Why didn’t you call the police?” I demand, my voice husky now that her fingers are trailing down my sides.

She pulls slightly away and unfastens my jeans that I never got to. With determination, she pushes them down along with my boxers, freeing my still-hard cock.

“He beat me to it. He’s a lawyer. I’m a convicted felon,” she says with irritation.

“Sheep,” I grumble, but then she’s gripping my dick, causing me to hiss in pleasure.

Her blue eyes blaze with a mixture of heat and fury as they meet mine. She licks her lips and my cock jumps in her grip. “I am not a sheep,” she purrs. “I am a wolf.”

I quirk a brow at her until her thumb swipes across my tip. I groan and lean into her touch. “How are you a wolf, Goldilocks? You don’t seem very ferocious.”

Her perfect golden eyebrow arches as if she’s challenging me. She kneels before me, a queen before her king, and licks those fucking lips again. “I slapped him. I told him he was a sicko.”

I don’t even get to praise her before she’s wrapping those pretty lips around my dick. My hand finds the doorframe to keep from wobbling and the other tangles in her messy blond hair. She sucks my cock as though she’s been dying to for a long time. All I can do is emit sounds of pleasure and relinquish control. She is very much controlling me from her knees. With every lick of her tongue, every scrape of her teeth, every bob of her head, she’s owning me.

Fuck.

“Jesus, Courtney,” I groan. “You’re fucking perfect.”

She hums against my cock and I lose it. I grip her hair tight, slightly thrusting my hips to urge her to go faster. Her fingernails dig into my flesh as she blows me. The moment I feel my nuts tighten like I’m going to come, I drag her to her feet by her hair. Her eyes are wild and manic as I lift her and set her on the bathroom counter. In the next second, my wet dick is buried deep inside her tight cunt. Our mouths crash together as I fuck her hard. All it takes is one stroke of my fingers against her clit and her body is contracting around mine. I groan against her lips and spill every bit of my love into her.

Love.

It’s making me crazy.
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I stare at her ass as she strides through the shop like she owns it. It’s a far stretch from how she was not even a few weeks ago. Back when she was broken and mentally beaten, just drifting through the motions. Now, she sparkles with life and there’s pep in her step. She’s brave, but most importantly, she’s happy.

Throwing myself into figuring out what’s wrong with a new client’s Mercedes, I try not to focus on the fact that she’s counting inventory in the other room. I haven’t fucked her at the shop before, but there’s a first time for everything. My cock thickens in my work pants, eagerly on board with that idea.

Ignoring my urges, I think about how much more vocal she’s been lately.

“We should go through her things. It’s been over a year, Rome. She’d probably hate the idea of you preserving her room like it’s some Goth museum.” She smiles. “Okay, well, maybe she wouldn’t hate that idea.”

Anxiety claws at the inside of my chest, but I’m smiling. My sister. Our town’s very own Wednesday Addams. But she was sweet. Gothic as fuck but sweet. “One day,” I tell Courtney and kiss her eyebrow. “I’m not ready, but when I am, I want you to help me.”

She tilts her head up and regards me with a soft expression. “I’ll be there whenever that time comes.”

“Um, hello?” an annoying voice snaps, jerking me from my thoughts.

I set my wrench down and turn to lock eyes with Whitney McConnell. Fucking viper. She’s dressed like the rich bitch she is today. A fancy dress. Expensive-ass shoes. And way too much makeup on for the middle of the day.

“What are you doing here?” I demand through clenched teeth.

She rolls her eyes. “You’re the only mechanic shop in this town. Something is wrong with my Range Rover. I need it fixed.”

I clench my teeth. “Get out of my shop.”

She sneers, “Careful, freak. I have a lot of pull in this town. Would be bad for business if your faithful patrons discovered you were turning away the McConnells.”

I hate that she’s fucking right. “Jamal,” I bark and snap my fingers.

He scowls as he trots over to me. When he sees Whitney, his expression softens. She’s pretty to those who don’t know she’s a cunt.

“Take care of Miss McConnell,” I instruct.

He nods and motions for her to follow. I pull out my phone and send Courtney a quick text.

Me: Don’t come out. Your psycho ex-best friend decided to show up.

Courtney: OMG. Ugh!

Me: It’s fine. Jamal can take care of her.

She sends me a picture of her tits and I groan.

Courtney: Maybe YOU can take care of ME.

I haul ass toward the supply room because today is a good day to christen the shop.
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Courtney

 

“I have to go,” I say with a laugh. “My shift starts in an hour. I still need to shower and get ready.”

“I’ll bathe you,” Rome teases.

He has his heavy arm thrown over my chest and his nose buried in my hair. Harvey Benjamin is lying across my legs. It’s as if they plotted out this little scheme beforehand to keep me here and away from work.

“You two are devious.”

Rome’s hand finds my cheek and he turns my head so that our mouths meet. He kisses me sweetly. “We just like you in our bed.”

His words warm me from the inside out. “Believe me, I’d rather stay here.”

“So quit. The diner doesn’t need you.”

I let out a sad sigh. “I would if I could, but you know I have to keep working there to pay tuition.” He went with me when I enrolled in my classes and paid for this semester’s tuition and books, so he knows I’m completely broke now.

“When do we get you back in our bed?” he asks, his hand cupping my bare breast.

“I can come back over tonight.”

“I’ll pick you up at seven.” His lips kiss a trail down my throat.

“When will my car be fixed?” I ask. “I hate that you have to drive me everywhere.”

“I like driving you everywhere.”

His mouth sucks on my nipple and I let out a loud moan that has Harvey Benjamin freeing my legs as he moves to his recliner. Anytime we have sex, the dog sighs the entire time from the chair, as if he’s annoyed we’re choosing to play without him. I start giggling and Rome lifts up to look down at me. His mouth is red from sucking on me and his eyes are sleepy. Long black strands of hair hang down over his brows and some scruff is growing in on his cheeks. He’s so incredibly hot that sometimes I have to simply stare at him. Often, I want to slap my teenage self for not seeing him before recently. This gorgeous, intense man had been literally sitting behind me—watching me—for years and I’d done my best to ignore him.

Rome maneuvers himself between my thighs and fucks me gently, his green eyes drinking up my features. When he looks at me like that, it drives me insane with happiness. We lose ourselves to the act, and the moment we both come, I clean up, gather my things, give him a quick kiss, and then bolt.

I’m still smiling as I walk outside to where my mom’s car is that I borrowed.

Flash.

Flash. Flash. Flash.

“Miss Moss, is it true you’re having a romantic relationship with the brother of the girl you drove to suicide?”

Flash. Flash. Flash.

It takes me a moment to analyze the scene before me. Reporters everywhere. At least from five or six different local news stations. Their vans line the street in front of Rome’s house.

“W-What are you doing here?” I stammer out.

A guy with too much makeup on shoves a microphone in my face. “Can you tell the viewers of the News on Seven, why you’ve been staying with Rome Murray?”

I shake my head. “What? No. This is none of your business.” I fumble in my purse for my keys.

“Is this even legal? Does Rome Murray have a restraining order against you? A source tells us you were reaching out to an attorney to sue Rome Murray. Is this true? What are you suing him for?” a woman rambles out so many questions, half of them barely register.

“I’m not suing him,” I choke out, my face turning bright red as I realize Jackson might have tipped them off.

“Miss Moss,” the heavily made up male reporter interrupts, shoving between the woman and myself. “If you’ll please answer my questions.” He bumps against me and I fall onto my ass, the contents of my purse spilling all over the grass. They crowd around me and I begin to panic.

“How did it feel when you knowingly led the Murray woman through a bogus relationship? Did you enjoy misleading her? Do you feel responsible for her death?”

The guy with the pink cheeks and rosy lips once again shoves his mic in my face. I swat it away, but he’s relentless.

Bark! Bark! Bark! Bark!

A growling resounds out behind me and then a big, goofy white dog I love so much charges into the throng of reporters surrounding me. Several of them cry out and jump away as he sidles himself next to me. His body is coiled and tense, as if he’s ready to bite anyone who dares get in my face again.

“It’s okay, Harvey Benjamin,” I whisper as I run my fingers down his spine.

The Ken doll reporter isn’t fazed. Apparently getting the next biggest story is more important than his life.

“Miss Moss, if you’ll answer the question. Are you or aren’t you with the man whose sister you murdered?”

He’s suddenly jerked away from me. HB whines in approval. Rome stands over me, his chest heaving with fury in nothing but a pair of black boxers. He’s an avenging angel. Darkness and rage. Hell personified. With a growl that is far scarier than anything HB could muster, Rome swings his hand out, pointing at them all.

“She’s with me. She’s mine. Get the fuck off my property,” he snarls.

“Aren’t you afraid she’s setting you up like she set up your sister?” a reporter bellows.

I let out a squeak when Rome kneels and scoops me into his arms. When he rises, everyone’s eyes are on us, many in shock. I bury my face against the side of his neck, my lips pressed against his raven, so I don’t have to see them.

“I guess that answers my questions,” the girly man reporter huffs.

Rome doesn’t reply but instead stalks back toward the house. I can hear the jangling of HB’s collar as he follows behind us. Once we’re inside and Rome sits down on the sofa with me in his arms, I burst into tears. HB jumps up beside me and tries to lick the sadness away from my cheeks.

“I’m s-sorry,” I sob. “This is all my f-fault.”

Rome grips my hips and maneuvers me until I’m straddling him. His fingers thread into my hair and he pulls me until our mouths press together.

“This is not your fault. They’re assholes,” he mutters, biting on my bottom lip.

Another tear races down my cheek as he kisses me. I find the strength to push away from him and regard him. “It is my fault, though.”

He scowls as his palm grips the front of my throat. Firmly, he tugs me to him. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It does,” I rasp out when he squeezes.

“It doesn’t matter what happened in the past or what they say. The only thing that matters is…” He trails off and swallows. His Adam’s apple bobs in his throat. I want to drag my tongue along the front of it.

“What?” I encourage, my body grinding shamelessly against his now-hard cock.

“All that matters is that I love you.”

I blink several times in confusion. “You what?”

“I love you,” he tells me, his voice gravelly with need. “And you love me too.”
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Two weeks later…

 

“Tacos,” Mike says, grinning wickedly.

I used to hate him because he was a bully and kind of disgusting, but he’s growing on me. “You only want tacos because you’re a perv,” I reply, rolling my eyes.

“I already ordered pizza,” Rome barks out as he knocks Mike’s hat off. “And stop talking to my woman.”

Mike winks at me. “So this is a bad time to tell you Court and I have been having a secret affair?”

Rome doesn’t take the bait as he wraps himself around me from behind. He gropes my breasts in a possessive way. “My woman prefers giant cocks. Not whatever baby creature you’re packin’ in your tighty-whities.”

Mike curls his lip up. “Haven’t you ever heard the saying? It’s not about the size of the boat.” He thrusts his hips and licks his lips. “It’s the motion of the ocean.”

I laugh and Rome nips at the side of my neck. “Don’t you have someone else to bother at this party?”

Mike’s eyes widen and his grin is wolfish. “I hear Dottie’s available. I bet she wouldn’t complain about the size of my boat.” He saunters off, leaving us alone in the kitchen.

My phone buzzes and I pull it from my pocket as Rome sucks on my neck.

Mom: Make sure to bring the car by Keith’s in the morning. I have some errands to run. Love you.

I reply back that I will before setting my phone down on the counter. Turning in Rome’s arms, I look up and smile. “When will my car be ready? I’m starting to think you’re keeping it hostage.”

He snorts, his green eyes twinkling with mischief. “That piece of shit needs a lot of work.” When he rattles off a bunch of car talk, I shake my head.

“You lost me at timing belt.”

He laughs and kisses my mouth. “I could teach you about other belts.”

Heat floods to my core. “You plan on spanking me?”

“Oh, much better than that, beautiful. You lack imagination.” His palm wraps around my throat and then I get on the same page as him.

“You’re obsessed with my neck,” I tease.

He bites my flesh below my ear. “I am.”

“Did you like choking all your other girlfriends?”

A sound of irritation escapes him as he runs his thumb along the outside of my throat in such a gentle way it causes me to shiver with anticipation. “Only you.”

“Oh, gee, I feel so special,” I deadpan. “I’m the only chick my guy wants to choke down.”

He laughs and tugs on my earlobe with his teeth. “Maybe I ought to whip you after all, smartass.”

“So you’re a sadist too,” I observe playfully.

“You like it when I hurt you,” he replies, his tone dead serious.

Arousal floods through me and I know my panties are embarrassingly wet. “You’re a tease.” The words are barely out of my mouth before he has me scooped into his powerful arms. People holler and cheer as we pass them. It isn’t until we’re in his bedroom with the door closed and Harvey Benjamin sighing in annoyance that he shows me just how serious he is.

“Get on your knees, sheep.” Now when he calls me sheep, it’s meant to tease, not hurt.

I grin as I obey. He tears off his T-shirt and I admire his tattooed, sculpted chest. My God, he’s so hot. I know he works out a lot, but damn, I feel lacking in comparison. He’s all hard, beautiful curves. My curves are soft and squishy. Especially now that he feeds me all the time. I swear I’ve gained ten pounds with him. His favorite thing to do is bite on my bare stomach that’s extra pudgy as of late because of all the pizza and tacos. I’m proud to say the last cut was weeks ago. My stomach is healing up and I think secretly that’s one of the reasons he seems to adore me there.

He unbuckles his belt and rips it from the loops with a swish that makes my core clench. His jeans hang low on his hips and the white band of his boxers peeks over the top. I’m desperate to rip them down and watch his heavy cock bob out. To lick the tip until he greedily shoves the entire thing past my lips and fucks my face.

“Someone’s hungry for cock,” he notes, a devilish grin on his face. “But bad girls don’t get cock.”

I laugh, but then he roughly wraps the belt around my throat, careful to pull my hair out after. He runs his fingers through my silky blond strands.

“I love you,” he mutters to himself, a frown on his handsome face.

“I love you too,” I tell him quickly and rise so I can kiss his mouth.

The darkness evaporates from his mood as he kisses me hard. I’m manhandled out of my clothes and then pushed over the edge of the bed. He drives into me without warning. My neck screams in pain when he jerks on the belt still around my throat. His hand clutches my hip in a possessive way while he keeps me pulled back just far enough away from the bed that I can’t reach the mattress to support myself. Stars glitter my vision as I begin to lose consciousness. He pounds into me relentlessly. As I start to black out and the rasping coming from me dies down, I nearly explode when his hand leaves my hip to touch my clit. I was slipping, but now I’m very much in the present as I desperately chase the orgasm on the horizon.

“That’s it,” he urges, his voice low. “Come for me and I’ll let your pretty neck go.”

His words blanket me. The nerves rattling through me seem to explode the moment I tip over the edge. This time, I do black out, but the pleasure pulsating through me keeps me roused and awake. I come so hard my knees buckle. He releases the belt and wraps an arm around the front of my chest. His kisses on my shoulder are reverent as he fucks me until he loses his mind.

A groan.

Heat.

I should make sure he understands—that what we’re doing is playing a dangerous game.

When I tense, he misconstrues it for something else. Quickly, he yanks the belt away and twists me around to face him. With a sweetness I didn’t know he possessed, he rains kisses down all over my face. I melt at his tender touch.

Maybe he does know. Maybe he doesn’t care. Maybe everything will be okay.

“Pizza’s here, fuckers,” Mike bellows from the other side of the door.

Harvey Benjamin barks because pizza is his favorite.

“Let’s get cleaned up and you fed before that moron eats it all.”

He steals one more kiss before letting me go.
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“I’m going to bed,” I say with a yawn.

The guys are locked in an intense poker game. It’s well after midnight and I’m bored. Rome turns to give me a kiss before peeking at his cards again. I leave the kitchen, passing a few people making out in the living room, and head to Rome’s room. When I pass Raven’s room, I can’t help but go inside. Just for a moment.

The room is just as it was the last time I was here. Rome promises we’ll go through it one day. I’m eager to look through her things and learn more about her. In a perfect world, I would’ve befriended her and flirted with her brother in high school. He and I could have been an item long ago.

And Raven would still be alive.

With a tightness in my chest, I close the door behind me and walk over to her desk. I sit in the chair and dig around. I’ve already been through most of her stuff now. I keep thinking I’ll uncover something new.

As I look around the room, I recall a memory from the past.
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LonelyLogan69: I miss you. What are you doing?

PoetPrincess99: Writing in my journal.

LonelyLogan69: Like a diary?

PoetPrincess99: Something like that.

I frown as I think about a diary my mom bought me once. It was pink and leather-bound. The tiny lock was gold and had two keys. I didn’t ever write anything in it. Never really had anything to say. It felt stupid, like I was talking to myself. And when Whitney found it one day, she went crazy trying to pick the lock. It was one of the few fights we had. We were both fourteen and she had just gotten braces. I remember exactly the way her lip curled up in disgust, but it revealed her metal mouth, which had me fighting a giggle.

“What are you hiding?”

Her question hurt me because I told Whitney everything. She was upset with me and I hadn’t done anything wrong. Her playfulness melted away to meanness as she tried to bully me into unlocking the diary. Eventually, with tears rolling down my cheeks, I gave in and threw the keys at her. She unlocked it and stared at the only page I’d written on.

Whitney + Courtney = BFFs 4 Ever

She cried and apologized. Of course I accepted her apology. That’s what best friends do.

LonelyLogan69: Is it pink? Does it have a lock on it?

PoetPrincess99: I’m eighteen, not twelve.

She sends a picture of her peeking over the top of the teal leopard print composition book. Her black eyebrow is arched in a way that has a thrill of excitement rippling through me. She’s so pretty. I don’t know how I missed it before. But she is. Her cheekbones are high and her eyes tell stories that I want to hear. With her height and build, she could be a model. Unlike my shorter, more muscular frame, Raven has a stunning body that most women starve themselves to achieve. I still can’t believe she doesn’t have a boyfriend.

I’m her boyfriend.

I smile and it’s bittersweet. It’s strange. I feel as though I really do have a relationship with Raven. Half the time, I’m convinced I’m this Zac Efron lookalike named Logan who’s her boyfriend.

LonelyLogan69: Do you write about me in your journal?

PoetPrincess99: No.

A pang of sadness causes my eyes to prickle with tears.

LonelyLogan69: Sheesh. Thanks.

PoetPrincess99: It’s not what you think. What are you wearing?

Once again, she deflects and changes the subject. This is what always throws me off. She easily distracts me because I have to quickly describe an outfit I’d see Lee wearing and not accidentally tell her I’m wearing a T-shirt and a pair of panties. I certainly don’t tell her that every time I message with her, I find my finger rubbing against the silky fabric along my pussy.

LonelyLogan69: Boxers.

PoetPrincess99: Oooh, tell me more.

LonelyLogan69: There is no more to tell.

PoetPrincess99: Naughty boy.
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“Where are you hiding?” I murmur aloud as I scan the bedroom. I’ve been through her desk, so I know the teal journal is not there. Quickly, I rummage through her closet but don’t turn up anything. If I were Raven, where would I hide my journal?

I think back to her poem that was stuck randomly in her other notebook. It seemed out of place and like it didn’t belong. A message rather than a poem. Of course I memorized her words. I always do.

The giant and the raven,

In slumber side by side.

Her other half loathes him.

But she soothes the giant to protect the part of her heart that lives.

Beneath.

Beneath.

The raven has the answers, but you have to dig.

Her other half will save the princess.

I drop to my knees and bend to look under the bed. Nothing but cobwebs and a shoe. With a sigh, I sit back on my haunches. Then a thought occurs to me. Reaching my palm between the mattress and box spring, I feel around until my hand makes contact with something. I jerk it out and almost choke when I realize it’s the journal.

I don’t move from my position and immediately flip to the first page. It’s dated two years ago.

He came home, called Rome a disgusting homo, and hit my brother in the stomach. I was able to calm him down, but Rome was in so much pain I thought we should take him to the ER. When I mentioned it to Dad, he only became enraged and accused us of fucking. Then, he told my brother he’d rip his cock off with his teeth if he even looked at his daughter wrong. I’m terrified of my father.

A sick sensation settles in the pit of my belly. I flip the page. It’s dated three days later.

He came home from work drunk again. Rome was wisely in his room with the door locked. Dad kicked the door in and punched my brother in the face. He was asleep, so the attack was unprovoked. Rome was defenseless. When I tried to comfort my brother after Dad passed out on the couch, Rome told me to go to hell. I’m so scared Dad will kill him.

Someone sobs and it takes a moment to realize it’s me. I remember one day Rome showing up to school with two black eyes and a bandage over his nose. The whispered rumors were that he got in a fight with a thug at the mall. It wasn’t that at all. It was his father. I remembered feeling compelled to ask him if he was okay, but then Whitney told me to stop looking at him because I was giving him the wrong ideas—that freaks like that rape girls like me. She scared me shitless.

I was such a damn sheep.

Hastily, I swipe my tears away and turn the page that’s dated three weeks later.

I’ve found something that works. If I meet Dad at the door and distract him, he leaves Rome alone. All I have to do is say things about Mom. Or tell him about my school day. I lie and tell him everything is perfect. He loves it when I smile. It worked until tonight. I smelled the hard liquor on his breath. He was out of control and kicked Rome in the ribs so hard I’m sure he broke one. Why won’t he leave my brother alone? When Rome hurts, I hurt. It must be the twin thing. My chest aches for my brother. I wish we had help. Will anyone believe us? Two sixteen-year-old outcasts?

My heart squeezes for them both. Poor Rome. I didn’t realize he got his ass kicked by his dad so often. Flipping page after page, I learn about Rome’s frequent abuse.

Can my father go to jail for this? But who will take care of us if he’s gone too? Will they put us in a home? Will they separate us? I have so many questions.

Then, the entry skips a couple of weeks.

I’ve saved up some money from the diner. I’m going to talk to someone who may have answers for me.

The next day is another entry.

He’s beautiful. I can’t believe I’m crushing on him. But he says he can help—that he’ll even help for free. I’m going back tomorrow to discuss it in more detail.

I’m about to skip ahead when I hear the knob to the bedroom door twist. I let out a squeak of surprise as I shove the journal back under the mattress. I’m still on my knees when Jamal slinks into the room, an evil smirk on his face.

“Looking for this?” he says, his voice cold. He waves my phone at me before tossing it on the floor in front of me. I don’t like the idea that he’s had my phone in his possession.

I look down and see the familiar app I used to use when corresponding with Raven. Frowning, I pick it up and notice a video. As soon as I hit play, I gape at it horrified. Jamal fucks some chick over the desk in the supply room. I can’t tell who she is, just that he’s fucking her from behind. Her moans are breathy, so I don’t recognize the voice.

“What is this?” I demand.

He unbuckles his jeans and pulls his dick into his hand. “It’s us, baby.”

I’m so shocked at his words, I simply stare at him in horror. “N-No. That is not us.”

Like a panther pouncing on his prey, he launches at me. His hand fists my hair and he tries to force his dick into my mouth. I turn my head, ignoring the painful fire ripping at my scalp.

“Rome!”

Jamal laughs, and the tone is sinister. “Shhhh,” he says loudly. “Better be quiet or he’ll find out about us.”

I squirm and struggle against him. His dick whaps my cheek as I clutch his thighs, digging my nails into his flesh. He doesn’t move, though. My lips remain pressed together as tears stream out. I think I’m winning until he kicks me in the side of the ribs. A scream escapes me that is quickly silenced by his dick being crammed into my mouth. I start gagging when he’s roughly jerked away from me.

“WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING TO HER?” Rome roars as he slams his fist into Jamal’s face three times in quick succession.

Jamal scrambles to the other side of the bed and shoves his cock back into his jeans. Rome drags me to my feet and into his arms.

“I’m tired of hiding, Courtney,” Jamal snaps. “Tell him or I will.”

Rome stiffens against me and I let out a sob.

“H-He’s lying!”

“I’m not lying. Look at her phone,” Jamal barks at Rome.

“It’s not me in the video,” I choke out. “I swear.” I shove the phone into Rome’s hands. “See for yourself.”

He starts scrolling through the app and his jaw clenches. The raven on his neck seems to be throbbing with rage, as though it might peel itself from his flesh and peck someone’s eyeballs out.

“How long has this been going on?” Rome asks, his tone deadly. His green eyes are cold as he flicks them my way.

“What?”

“This goes back a while. There are pictures—naked pictures you sent me—that you also sent to him. Were you playing me?” he asks through gritted teeth. “Was this some goddamned game to you?”

I snatch the phone from his grip and am horrified to discover what looks like a romantic affair that’s gone on for at least a couple of weeks. I don’t understand how this has happened. I’ve never messaged with Jamal my entire life. Yet, here he has a whole conversation. It’s been done from my phone through this app. I don’t understand.

When I see a picture of my fingers touching my clit, I close my eyes as more tears leak out.

“Unfuckingreal,” Rome snaps. “You fucking disgust me, sheep.”

I blink my eyes open and gape at him in horror. “W-What? You believe this?”

His stare is hateful. “This is your MO, isn’t it? Fuck over the Murray twins until they’re both fucking dead. Newsflash, bitch, I’m not going to swallow a bunch of pills because Courtney Fucking Moss tried to ruin my life. I don’t get mad, I get even.”

“Rome, I—”

“Get out of my house before I do something I can’t take back,” he threatens. Despite his terrifying stance and how furious he is, I know he wouldn’t hurt me.

When I reach out to touch him, he staggers backward as though I carry the plague.

“Get. The. Fuck. Out. Of. My. House.”

I stare at him for a long moment before pushing past him. “Don’t be a sheep,” I bite out under my breath.

He grips my bicep and doesn’t allow me to leave. “What the hell did you just say to me?”

I swallow and lift my chin. My eyes meet his and I glare through my tears. “You heard me perfectly clear.” I straighten my spine, my stance unwavering under his menacing stare.

“We’re over,” he spits out at me. “Fucking over.”

I cup his cheek despite the way his body quakes with rage. “You’re right about that, buddy. I won’t allow you or anyone else,” I hiss, shooting a death glare at Jamal before turning back to Rome, “to ever talk to me this way again. To ever put your hands on me this way again.” I peel away his hand and point my finger in his face. “Ever. Again.”

Rome’s fury melts away as confusion sets in.

“You disappoint me,” I whisper, my heart breaking when his face seems to crumple at my harshly murmured words. I stroke his cheek once more before storming out of his house and out of his life for good.
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Rome

 

Four months later…

 

“You’re a stalker,” I mumble to myself as I climb out of my car and slam the door shut. The cold November air whips around me, finding its way inside my coat. I groan because winter is coming earlier than usual. I can smell it in the air. I won’t be surprised if we have snow by Thanksgiving. I tug my beanie over my ears to try and keep the chill away.

Today, just like every day, is filled with obsessive thoughts about Courtney. That night she walked out of my life was the last time I touched her. The last time I spoke to her. Guilt scratches away at my heart that hasn’t beat much since she left.

I fucked up.

I’m man enough to admit, I royally screwed up my relationship with her because I let my anger and our past guide me during that moment. But it was too late. Even after I figured out that she’d been set up, she was done with me. Refused to answer my calls and then blocked me. Her mom threatened to call the cops on the few occasions I showed up. And it was Keith, her boss, who came with his best intimidating glare to retrieve her car from the shop. I fixed that damn thing two days after she handed over her keys. I’d just tinkered on it the entire time to keep her there.

All I want to do is apologize.

Jamal, that motherfucker, later admitted that Whitney paid him to help her set that shit up. She paid him with money and her dirty cunt. The film they made to look like him fucking Courtney was really him and Whitney. I’d just seen the apparent correspondence that had gone on for weeks and I flipped the fuck out without considering other possibilities.

But I’d seen the look in her eyes.

The absolute horror on her face that I’d believe those lies.

I failed her.

Well, not completely. I did beat the shit out of Jamal after his confession. And while he lay on the floor cupping his broken nose, he spat out that he wished he would have come all over her face because whores deserve to get dirty. I’d lost my fucking mind and it took three guys at the shop to pull me off him. He’d forced himself upon her and I still didn’t protect her or believe her when it mattered most.

I don’t have class tonight, but I know she does. I know everything about her. Her work schedule. Her college schedule. Everything. I’m definitely a stalker. I also know that this is her last class before the Thanksgiving break and that tomorrow she leaves with her mother and Keith to go see family out of town. I want to see her before she goes. I push into the building and stride down the hallways, thankful for a reprieve from the cold. By the time I reach her classroom, she’s already standing with her back to me as she shrugs on a giant, poufy coat. It seems to swallow her tiny frame.

Fuck, I miss her.

Her golden waves get tucked into a stocking cap as she pulls it down over her head. A tall, lanky guy chats her up, clearly interested in her, and it irritates me.

She’s mine.

He holds her bag for her and she gives him a gracious smile. Her cheeks are slightly pink and her face has filled out. She looks healthy.

Of course she is. Without you sucking the life out of her, she can thrive.

I grit my teeth and fist my hands. As much as I hate the idea of some goofy fucker seeing my girl, I can’t help but be proud of her growth. She’s blossomed over the months into someone who seems to be enjoying life again. She’s happy.

That is, until she sees me.

The moment our eyes lock as she walks out the door, I see her mentally shut down. Her skin pales and her plump lips part. She staggers and the tall guy grips her elbow as he regards her with concern.

I stalk over to her. “Courtney.” My breath is ragged as I say her name in a reverent tone.

She shudders and the guy beside her glowers at me.

“Do you need something?” he asks, a slight bite to his voice.

Ignoring him, I stare at her pretty face. Fuck, I’ve missed her. “I just want to talk to you,” I say to her. “Please.”

She fidgets in her enormous coat. “I…”

“You should leave,” the guys snaps.

“Elliot,” she mutters. “It’s fine. I’ll be fine.”

His eyes narrow at me and his jaw clenches. “Is it safe? Is this asshole going to hurt you?”

“He already has.” Her chin lifts as she narrows her eyes at me. “He already destroyed me once. It won’t happen again.”

Elliot pulls her in for a hug. “If you need me, call. I’ll be glad to take care of the trash.” His glare in my direction is deadly as he hands her the bag he was carrying.

I clench my jaw but keep my cool. Flying off the handle and beating up her boyfriend won’t get her in my good graces.

“Thank you,” she mutters to him.

He gives me one more nasty look before storming away. When it’s just us two in the empty hallway, I reach for her hand. She takes a step back and shakes her head at me.

“You wanted to talk. Talk.” Her blue eyes are icy.

“Can we go someplace?”

“We are someplace.”

Hello again, wolf.

“I meant private.” I yank off my beanie and run my fingers through my hair.

Her eyes skim over my face, and for a brief moment, sadness flickers in her eyes. Longing. It’s enough to have me powering through this uncomfortable as fuck situation.

“Come on,” I order as I take the bag from her. She has no choice but to follow me out of the building and to my car. When I toss her bag into the trunk, she lets out a sound of annoyance.

“Rome,” she grumbles. “Stop.”

I slam the trunk and regard her with a frown. “I can’t stop when it comes to you.”

Her features soften and when I open the passenger car door, she willingly sits inside. Quickly, I climb inside and fire up the engine. The heat is shitty in my old car. I wish I had thought through my plan better.

“Where are we going?” she asks, her voice hardly audible over the rumble of the engine.

“Someplace special,” I lie. I have no fucking idea where I’m going. Honestly, I didn’t expect her to get into the car with me.

We drive in silence. I’m desperate to hold her hand, but I am trying to go slow. To ease into some middle ground so we can find our way back to each other. Fuck, I want her back.

“How’s school?” I question.

She shrugs her shoulders. “Fine.”

“What about your mom? She’s doing well?”

“Yep, fine.”

Everything is fucking fine.

“Harvey Benjamin misses you.” I miss you.

At the mention of my dog, she flashes me a sweet smile. “I miss him too.” Unfortunately, I believe she is talking about my pet and not me.

“I don’t see you much at the diner lately,” I mumble, stealing a quick glance at her.

She stiffens and wrings her hands together. “I haven’t been working as much recently.”

“I thought you needed the money for college and—”

“I’ll manage,” she snaps. “I’ve managed this far on my own and I’ll manage the rest of the way.”

I grind my teeth together. She’s so frigid now. I’ve ruined everything between us. I’m silent as I drive to the lake. I park in the same spot as before. Since the heater isn’t working anyway, I kill the engine.

She turns and gives me a cold stare. “What do you want from me?”

“Everything.” No sense in lying.

“You already had everything.”

Had.

I reach over and take her cold hand in mine. She surprisingly doesn’t pull away. “I fucked up,” I whisper. “I’m sorry.” I bring her hand to my mouth and kiss her knuckles. “All I want to do is talk and try to fix us.”

She starts to tug away, but I grip her tighter. “There’s nothing to fix. There’s nothing left,” she bellows, tears welling in her pretty blues. “You took it all away, so there’s nothing there anymore.” A tear snakes its way down her cheek.

“Tell me how to make it better,” I croak. “I’ll do anything.”

She sniffles and jerks her hand from my grip. Then, she slings the door open and stalks away toward the picnic table. I bolt from the car and rush after her. A squeal of shock escapes her when I grab her hand and pull her to me, hugging her back to my chest. The giant coat is bulky between us. Her scent fills my nostrils and for one moment I’m content. I’m high simply from smelling her.

“How can you act like what we had was nothing?” I demand, frustration in my tone.

She relaxes in my grip. I pounce on the opportunity to kiss her neck just below her ear—a place I know she loves to be kissed. “I’m having to put what I want aside. What I want doesn’t matter anymore.”

I hug her tighter and breathe against her earlobe. “Why? What you want means everything to me.”

“Does it?” she asks, her tone icy once again. “If I told you I wanted you to leave me alone forever, would it work?”

“Fuck no,” I bite out. “I can’t leave you alone. You’re mine and I can’t let you go.”

Instead of fighting, she bursts into tears. “Y-You’re making this complicated. W-Why can’t you just pretend I don’t exist?”

I twist her around to face me and cup her tearstained cheeks. “I can’t pretend you don’t exist. You are my existence. Not a day goes by where I don’t wake up with you on my mind. I love you, Courtney. I fucking miss you like crazy. I’d thought maybe you needed some time away from me, but I can’t stay away any longer. I’m dead without you.”

Her juicy lips part at my words. A gasp barely escapes her before I’ve pressed my lips to hers. They’re cold and chapped, but I devour them anyway. She tastes sweet like she’s been sucking on a butterscotch. I deepen the kiss and suck on her like she’s my candy. Her fingers have fisted my coat and she whimpers.

“Oh, God,” she cries out against my mouth. Needy and hungry for me too. Fuck, yes.

“Let me make it all better,” I murmur.

When I start to unzip her coat, she seems to shake away her daze and wriggles out of my grip. “Can you please take me home?”

“No.”

Her nostrils flare, the moonlight making her skin have an eerie glow to it. “You’re still a stubborn ass.”

I beam at her and it works to disarm her. Her anger floods away as she smiles shyly back. I take my moment, attacking her lips again. She moans against my mouth. I walk her backward to the picnic table and lift her hips to sit her on top. Grinning against her lips, I’m happy to see she’s a little heavier than I remember. The added weight on her is beautiful. Gently, I lay her back on the table.

Her eyes lock with mine when I start to unzip her coat. As I pull it down over her breasts, my dick hardens at seeing how they spill out of her top. Her tits are huge. Fuck, I love this new bra. I unzip her coat all the way to the end and it falls away to her sides, revealing her like a present I’ve just opened.

And fuck what a surprise this present is.

“You’re pregnant,” I choke out.
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Courtney

 

His palm tentatively rubs along my hard, rounded stomach. The butterflies swarming inside of me take flight. I can’t read his expression. It’s as though he’s stunned and trying to figure out a puzzle.

“You’re pregnant,” he repeats before jerking his hand away. He paces the ground in front of me, his eyes glued to my stomach. “Fuck.”

I tense at his words and sit up. My body feels alive, my nerves pulsating for the first time since I left him that night, but it’s nothing more than a tease. I shouldn’t have let it get this far. Because, once again, my heart has flared back to life and I’m desperate for his mouth back on mine.

“How far along?” he demands, his jaw clenching.

“It’s not Elliott’s if that’s what you’re asking,” I bite out, irritation in my tone. It’s only ever been Rome since the first day we had sex.

“Courtney.”

“Almost five months.”

He lets out a relieved sigh, which bothers me. Still, he has zero faith in me.

“I thought you were on the pill.” He crosses his arms and glares at me. “Was that a lie?”

I curl up my lip. “I never once said I was on the pill. You never asked. When I suggested condoms, you weren’t interested. You put off the vibe that I was yours. That you’d take care of me.”

He gapes at me. “You were on the pill in high school. I saw your damn pill box. Why would you stop taking them?”

I slide off the picnic table. “Same reason why I let my engine blow up.” Storming past him, I rush over to the car. Before I can get inside, his hands are on my hips and he’s twisting me around. I’m pushed against the side of his car, the metal cold against my butt, as he touches my stomach again.

“Fuck.” He closes his eyes and exhales loudly, the cold air making his breath come out in a white cloud. “Fuck.” Then he glares at me. “How could you be so irresponsible? Didn’t you consider having a kid would be costlier than a package of fucking birth control pills? Jesus, this is a more colossal mistake than letting your engine fry from not changing the oil! It’s a lifetime mistake, Courtney.”

“Take me home.” I swallow down my emotion and straighten my spine. I will the steel to flood through me and harden. “Nobody asked for your help, so how I afford my mistakes is my business.” I hiss at him. “Oh, and fuck you.”

He blinks at me in shock, as though my words snap him out of his tantrum.

The anger fades and his features crumple. Hollow. Gutted. Broken. With one look, I feel as though he reaches right inside me and yanks my heart from my throat. It was always his to begin with. Something in my own expression must spur him on because his mouth is on mine the next instant. For one moment, all the fury and betrayal and sadness fade away.

I get lost in him.

It’s that simple.

He sucks every part of me into his vortex and doesn’t let go.

With one kiss, he dizzies and confuses me, as though we’re inside a powerful tornado. Spinning and spinning. Again. It’s one of the reasons I’ve kept my distance for so long. I can’t think straight when he’s touching me. All reason and logical thought fly out the window as I get swept up in his kiss. He doesn’t just annihilate me, he wraps me up and together we annihilate everything.

“Oh, baby,” he groans, emotion making his voice thick. Regret is heavy in his voice. “Please forgive me.”

I’m so stunned by his remorseful words that I freeze. “Why are you so hot and cold?”

He cups my cheeks and peppers kisses on my lips. “I don’t know, but what I do know is I can’t live without you.”

I believe his words because he speaks them in such a raw way that I can almost see them bleeding from him.

“It’s not just me anymore,” I challenge.

“I’m not ready to part with any piece of you,” he murmurs.

I want to believe him and let things get back to the way they were, but I’d only be deluding myself. If Elliott were here, he’d agree. If it weren’t for meeting him on my first day of Freshmen Comp, I would’ve struggled a lot harder. He’s been a great friend.

“Take me home,” I say sadly. I’d already resigned myself that I would be a single mother. No sense in starting to think otherwise. Rome is too moody. He’ll get my hopes up only to smash them next time he gets upset.

He gives me a hard stare. “Fine. I’ll take you home.” He leaves me to stalk around the side of the car. It takes everything in me not to cry.

I’m stronger now, though.

I have to be.

With my chin held high, I get in the car with him and manage to keep my tears at bay.
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I wake to someone carrying me. It takes a second to realize that it’s Rome who has me in his grip. My house is warm and he smells too good. I let out a contented sigh as he sets me on my bed.

A whimper.

A bark.

And then a big tongue licking my face.

“HB!” I croak out as I fully wake and hug the dog I’ve missed.

Rome chuckles as he turns on a lamp. I’m shocked to find myself in his bed, not mine.

“You said you were taking me home,” I grumble as I scratch Harvey Benjamin behind the ears.

“And I took you home. You belong with me,” he replies in a no-nonsense tone.

I scowl at him as he sheds his coat. Underneath, he’s wearing a black wooly sweater that I instantly want to steal for myself. He kicks off his shoes before stepping over to me. I let him pull me to my feet. With gentle tugs, he relieves me of my stocking cap and coat. Then, he scratches at his jaw as he regards my body.

“What?” I huff and place my hands on my hips.

“I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.”

A smile creeps over my face. “You must not get out much.”

His hands find the hem of my Harvard sweatshirt and he peels it from my body. I’m self-conscious in my giant mom bra with the maternity pants covering half my stomach. Thankfully, he seems more interested than turned off. He pushes the material down to my hips and falls to one knee as if to see my stomach better. When he kisses my belly, I let out a choked breath.

“A baby. We made a baby.” Awe fills his voice.

“Not exactly,” I murmur.

He snaps his head up to glare at me. “You and HB have something you want to confess?”

I snort out a laugh and slap at the side of his head. “Ew. No.” After letting out a heavy sigh, I rub the side of my stomach and sigh. “We made two, Rome. Apparently, the whole twin thing is genetic.”

In a surprise move, he wraps his arms around my thighs and hugs me, his ear pressed to my belly button. I can’t help but run my fingers through his hair. “Courtney…”

His voice sounds so broken. Terrified even.

“Yeah?”

“I don’t know how to do this.”

I sit down on the edge of the bed. His head falls into my lap as if he can’t physically hold himself up anymore. “I don’t either,” I admit, my voice a whisper. “But I’m doing it anyway.”

He lifts his head, his brows crashed together as he stares at me with the saddest eyes I’ve ever seen. “What if I fuck it up? I already have.”

Leaning forward, I kiss his forehead. “Every passing minute is another chance to turn it all around.”

“Did you just quote Vanilla Sky?” he asks, a smile tugging at his full lips.

“I love that movie.” I run my fingers through his unruly hair again. “And apparently, you do too.”

“I don’t want to be like my dad,” he says suddenly, his features darkening. I’ve never seen him so lost or scared.

“You won’t be,” I assure him. Thoughts of Raven’s journal under her bed cause me to shiver. I wonder how Rome would feel knowing I know exactly what happened to him. But then again, her poem seemed to lead right to its hiding place. It makes me wonder what else is in her journal. I always thought journals were supposed to be private.

“My dad was cruel to me, Court.” His jaw clenches and his green eyes flare with rage. “He was cruel to my mother.” He closes his eyes, letting out a sharp sigh. “I was cruel to you.”

“You’re not like him,” I breathe, my voice steady and firm. “You’re good.”

“No,” he barks out bitterly as he rises to his feet. He towers over me, strong, fierce, unbreakable. “I’m not good.” Tenderly, he strokes my hair from my eyes with his fingertips. “But I can be. I will be.” His palm cups my cheek.

I cover his hand with mine. “I can work with that. We can work through all of this together. I have faith in us.”

“Fuck, I’ve missed you,” he murmurs, his thumb running along my bottom lip.

“I missed you more than you could know.”

“Elliott?” Jealousy flares in his eyes.

I smile. “A friend. Maybe more like a protective brother. He has a fiancée. She and I text each other baby Pinterest ideas. She’s pregnant too.”

He lets out a rush of air. “Damn, I almost kicked his ass for no reason.”

“Elliott is scrappy. He wouldn’t have gone down without a fight,” I taunt, a grin on my lips.

“He’s lacking the crazy I have.” He arches a dark brow and his raven seems to move on his neck. “Am I right?”

“You’re pretty crazy for sure,” I agree with a giggle.

His entire body relaxes at my laughter. “I missed that sound.”

“Be a good boy and you can hear more of it,” I murmur as I reach behind me and unhook my bra. When I toss it away, his eyes widen as he appreciates my much bigger breasts. “Be a good boy and you can have a lot more of the things you want.” I lie back on the bed. Harvey Benjamin sighs and jumps off the bed to go sit in his recliner. Even though he’s putting up a fuss, I can tell he’s happy I’m back.

“I’ll be a good boy,” Rome growls as he slowly peels my maternity pants and panties down my hips. “But first, I’m going to get a little naughty.”

I bite my lip as he strips me completely. I’m self-conscious about my belly that now bears some silvery marks on the sides from my skin being stretched to accommodate our babies. Although, he’s seen my others—scars I wasn’t proud of from a time I hurt myself—and he still accepted me. By the way he devours me with his eyes, as though I’m the most breathtaking thing he’s ever seen, it has me feeling bolder. I part my thighs.

“Jesus,” he curses and shoves his jeans down. “I don’t even know where to start.” His hungry gaze roves from my lips to my breasts to my belly to my pussy. “You’re going to kill me.”

I smile and hold my hand out to him. “You could start by kissing me again. I promise I’ll be gentle.”

He slowly prowls over me to cover my body with his. I like how he’s being careful of my newly shaped body but using his eyes to tear me apart. They burn holes in my flesh. They open me up and inject me with him. His lips press to mine for a sweet kiss, but when he palms my stomach, I let out a groan of happiness. This sets him off because he nips at my bottom lip before kissing me hard and full of desperation.

“Rome…” My voice is needy and I’m embarrassed at the whine coming from me. I wrap my legs around him, urging him closer. His thick cock presses against my clit, causing me to cry out. “I need you.”

He reaches between us to grip his length and lines himself against my wet opening. We don’t need any foreplay this time. We just need each other. A desperate connection. He pushes into me slowly, as if he fears he might hurt me. My body stretches to accommodate his thickness. Everything feels different while pregnant, but I’m certainly not complaining. We’re together again. Fitting perfectly together like we were meant to be.

“Fuck,” he mutters as he slowly begins sliding in and out of me. “You’re even tighter than I remember. I’m going to come so fucking fast.” Even though he’s complaining about not lasting long, I can see the awe in his eyes.

“You better make me come fast too then,” I challenge, my fingernails stabbing into his shoulders. “Do you remember what I like?” I tease.

With an impish grin on his lips, he bucks into me harder as he finds my clit with his fingers. I jolt from his expert touch, a loud moan escaping me. He pinches my clit in a way that isn’t exactly painful but certainly elicits pleasure. When he rolls it between his finger and thumb, I arch my back beneath him. The smug bastard smirks at me and all I can do is hold on for the ride. His lips find my throat and he sucks my flesh as though he wants to mark me. So primal and feral. All of the heady sensations seem to play together like a complicated game—and they’re outsmarting me. I forfeit and give in. My orgasm sweeps through me violently. I moan and clench my eyes closed as I try to keep a grip on my sanity. The moment his heat floods into me, I decide I like being crazy with him. We ride out the last of our pleasure until all that’s left of the storm we created is our heavy breathing.

“I love you,” he murmurs, his lips pressing against my neck near my ear. “I never stopped. If anything, I think my love multiplied to something obsessive and probably illegal. I stalked you, you know.”

I smile at his confession. Not hardly a secret, though. When a loud, black Challenger is parked nearby everywhere you go, you kind of catch on to the fact your ex-boyfriend is following you.

“It made me feel safe,” I admit with a sigh.

“You’ll always be safe with me. You. Our babies. Your heart.”

His promise is one I can feel down to my toes. And because I’m a fool, I believe him.
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Rome

 

I sit on Raven’s bed while Courtney sleeps and stare at the picture of my family on the nightstand. Mom, with her dark hair and fair skin, was so beautiful and undeserving of our father’s wrath. All she wanted to do was protect us from him.

“You mustn’t upset your daddy,” she coos as she strokes my dark hair away from my eyes. “He gets angry easily. You let me handle him.”

I frown at my mom. By handling him, she means letting him whoop up on her. Earlier this evening, I’d had enough. I screamed at him to stop despite the horrified stares of both Mom and Raven.

He stopped all right.

Turned all of his anger on me instead.

I thought I could take it. I was finally a teenager after all. Almost as tall as Dad and probably still growing.

But Dad is a monster when he drinks. Violent and crazy and strong. He slung me so hard against the kitchen table I was sure I broke a rib. And as I gasped for air, he yanked me by the back of the shirt and rammed his fist into my back. I’d collapsed in a heap. When I came to, he was gone and Mom was nursing me back to health.

“I hate him, Mom,” I choke out.

Her gaze flits to Raven sitting in the recliner nearby. “Angel, can you get your brother an ice pack?”

Raven pops out of the chair and runs to the kitchen. As soon as she’s gone, Mom stares me dead in the eye.

“You won’t have to deal with that sonofabitch forever, son. I swear to you. I’m going to fix things.” Her ferocious green eyes are nothing like the helpless woman I’m used to seeing. She’s fire and fury and rage. And as Raven reenters the living room, Mom’s smile slides back into place. “Thank you, baby.”

“You look just like her,” Courtney murmurs sleepily from the doorway. She’s wearing my T-shirt. It’s white and a little small for her new pregnant body. The curves of her larger tits and swollen stomach are a fucking delight in the shirt.

I pat the bed beside me, mostly because I want her near me. She shuffles over to me and sits. I wrap my arm around her and kiss the top of her head.

“I want to go through Raven’s things,” I mutter. “It’s time.”

She lets out a ragged sigh and looks up at me with teary eyes. “Are you sure?”

“The babies need a nursery.”

“You’re really serious about keeping us?” she asks, hope making her voice sweeter than honey.

“More like you’re never getting away,” I tease and kiss her supple mouth. “Ever.”

Her lips tug into a grin. “Being your captive is pretty enticing.” She clutches my hand. “They could have your old room. It’s practically empty anyway. We don’t have to put them in here.”

“I want them here,” I assure her. “Plus, Raven would get a kick out of them taking her room.”

“Okay. We can start when you’re ready. But…” She bites on her lip.

“Don’t say but. Buts are fucking awful. They come before something the recipient doesn’t want to hear,” I grumble in a dramatic way.

She giggles. “Oh my God. It’s not bad. I just…” A long pause. “I can’t help until after Thanksgiving.”

“I’m coming with you.”

Her eyes roll at my statement. “You are a stalker. How did you know I was leaving town?”

“I called the diner and interrogated Edna. Her old Honda needed new brakes.”

“That hussy traded info on me for new brakes?”

I laugh and hug her to me. “I asked her really sweetly. You know old ladies can’t resist my charm. When Raven used to work there, Edna would hook me up with free pie all the time.”

Her brows pinch together as she regards me. “Mom won’t like it, though. Granddad and Nana won’t either.” Tears pool in her eyes, making them seem more crystal blue than ever. “After the trial…after all that happened…”

“I’m not their favorite person. I get it. But they’ll have to get over it, Courtney. We’re a family now.” I rub her stomach, a sense of pride surging through me. “Fate has a fucked-up sense of humor. But the joke is on her because we’re happy. We’ll make it.”

“Okay. We leave tomorrow after Keith works the lunch shift.”

“The shop is closing for a few days for the holidays anyway. I’ll pack a bag and then take you back to your house. We won’t give them an option to say no,” I tell her firmly.

“Mom may try to kill you.”

I shrug. “She can try.”

She straightens her spine and gives me a determined look. “Mom will have to accept this.”

“Damn straight.”

“I’m no longer a sheep. I’m a wolf.”

I love the fierce glint in her eyes.

“You’ve always been a wolf, baby. You just didn’t know it yet.”
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“Absolutely not,” Courtney’s mom snaps as soon as she walks into the house and sees her daughter practically sitting in my lap on the sofa.

Keith touches her shoulder and shoots me an agitated look.

“Mom,” Courtney warns. “We’ve reconciled. Everything is going to be okay now.”

I clench my teeth together. I want to say a thousand things, but now’s not the right time. My girl needs to be the one to stand up to her mom.

“He crushed you!” her mother screeches.

“Calm down, Leanna,” Keith says in a firm tone. “Hear Court out.”

Leanna scowls at me but gives her daughter a clipped nod. Courtney rises to her feet and I follow suit. Being that she’s pregnant now, I notice that she moves a lot slower. I hover behind her, afraid she might collapse. But my strong, fiery girl doesn’t waver.

“He’s the father of my babies,” Courtney murmurs. “And I love him. We went through some rough patches, but we both want to work it out. I’m going to move in with him after our trip to see Granddad and Nana.”

Leanna covers her mouth with her hand and shakes her head as tears stream down her cheeks. “H-He took everything from you.”

Courtney lifts her chin and walks over to her mother. “Rome did nothing of the sort and you know it. What I did…” Her voice wobbles. “Was irresponsible and wrong. There were repercussions and consequences. Raven died because of me. His family deserved some restitution and peace of mind—it was the least I could give them. One day I’m going to pay you back, Mom.”

“I don’t care about the money,” Leanna cries out. “I care about you and my grandchildren.”

Courtney throws her arms around her mother. “I know, Mom. It’s going to be okay. I swear it. Rome and I were always meant to be together. We just didn’t know it yet. But we’re together. I’m happiest when I’m with him. He wants to work at this every bit as much as I do. I’ve been drifting for so long…this is the first time I feel as though I’m anchored.”

I walk up behind Courtney and meet Leanna’s teary gaze. “I made some mistakes. Hurting Courtney is one I’ll always regret. I love her and I want to take care of her.”

Leanna sniffles and glares at me. “You hurt her again and I’ll make your life a living hell, boy. Don’t you dare test me either.”

I feel her warning all the way down to my toes.

“I only want to make her life better,” I utter as I pull Courtney against my chest. My palms slide to her stomach and I kiss the top of her head. “She deserves to be happy.”

Leanna’s fury dissolves some and her lip wobbles. “You’re an adult, baby girl, so you’re allowed to do as you please. But it’s going to take more than a few nice words to change how I feel about the man you love. And don’t feel for one minute that you have to stay because he’s the father. If you need help, Keith and I will help you. You have options, honey.”

“Thank you, Mom. I love you. Just please, for me, give Rome a chance.”

Leanna lets out a deep sigh. “We’ll leave in a half hour. Get your stuff packed into the trunk.”

Courtney reaches out and takes her mother’s hand. “I’d like to have some time to talk to Rome. We’ll follow you and Keith. Okay?”

Resigned, Leanna nods. She looks at me and frowns. “Don’t disappoint me.”

“I won’t,” I vow.

With that, she storms up the stairs.

“She’ll warm up,” Keith assures us both. I remember when he’d been Raven’s boss. She’d said nothing but nice things about him. Since he’s Courtney’s new stepdad—apparently he and her mom married while we were on our breakup—I’ll want to stay on his good side.

“Thank you, sir.”

He smirks and ruffles Courtney’s hair. “Don’t keep your mother waiting.”
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“While the girls go shopping, the boys come here,” Courtney’s granddad, Fred, says as he motions around the cigar shop. “Family tradition.”

Keith laughs. “So until the two of us showed up this year for Thanksgiving, you went by yourself?”

“Damn straight,” the old man says, grinning wickedly.

I smile with the cigar between my teeth. I haven’t lit it. Probably won’t either. I’m just enjoying being a part of a family, even if some of them haven’t fully warmed to me yet. When we’d arrived on Wednesday, Leanna refused to speak to me. She even had her mother, Gloria, giving me the snub. Fred was jovial and always smiling. He didn’t treat me like an outcast. And since I’d known Keith from before because of Raven, he’s also warmed to me fairly quickly. But yesterday, as the women cooked the Thanksgiving meal, I wormed my way into Gloria’s heart when I asked if I could help. I love to cook—it was something my mom taught me how to do and ever since I’ve done it to feel closer to her. Even Leanna softened when I told them why I love it. Now, it’s the day after Thanksgiving and the boys are left to their own devices while the women shop.

“Thank you both for welcoming me,” I say as I pluck the unlit cigar from my lips. “It means a lot.”

Keith smiles at me. Gentle and kind. Nothing like my father was. Courtney’s lucky to have him as her stepdad now.

“The ladies in this family run in packs. Wolves I tell ya,” Fred grumbles. “They’ll eat your heart out and make you like it.”

I grin. “What does that make us?”

“Lovesick fools. What do you kids these days call it? Masokisser or somethin’?” Fred asks, a white eyebrow lifted in question. “I’m a masokisser and Gloria cracks the blasted whip.”

I dart an amused look Keith’s way. His face turns pink. “Masochists, Fred. And let’s just stick to lovesick fools.”

Fred mutters under his breath, seemingly agitated, but the twinkle in his blue eyes that match Courtney’s exactly tells me he’s just busting our chops.

While everyone’s smiling, I decide now is the time. I clear my throat and lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “I’m going to marry Courtney.”

Keith’s brows lift and Fred smirks.

“Well, I should say so, young man,” Fred says. “You’ve done put your babies in her. Us old folk call marriage makin’ an honest woman out of her. Go on now, you won’t find us holdin’ you back.”

Keith nods his head. “I agree. Leanna will learn to live with it.”

I rise and toss some twenties on the table to pay our drink tab. “Now that we’ve got that out of the way, I’d like to go shopping.”

Fred snorts and Keith shakes his head in amusement.

“Rather impulsive, boy. I like you,” Fred says with a laugh as he stands. “Let’s go get that girl a ring.”
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“Why her?” Leanna asks me, the bite in her voice gone. She’s resigned to the idea of her daughter and me together.

“She’s the only one I see. The only one I’ve ever seen. I love her.”

I can hear Courtney in the living room getting on to her granddad for cheating at their card game and I can’t help but smile. Leanna smiles too as she plucks the shiny ring from my hand.

“It’s beautiful,” she says softly.

“She deserves so much more than I can give her but that won’t stop me from trying.”

Leanna purses her lips together as she inspects the engagement ring. “What are your plans for your future? Is the shop it? My daughter wants to go to college. She can barely keep up her shifts at the diner because she’s carrying your children. Are you really in this for richer or poorer? Because if you’re not, let her off easy. She’s suffered a lot this past year and I want her to find happiness.” Her eyes get glassy with tears. “She wants to help people…like Raven.”

I take Leanna’s hand and clutch it. “I’ll make sure that she gets an education. If I have to quit school to take care of the babies while she goes at night, I will.”

“Oh, nonsense,” she says with a teary laugh. “Keith and I will babysit. You both need to go to school. What is it exactly you’re going for? I mean, you have the shop already. It’s always busy, so I know you’re making profits.”

I release her hand and take the ring back. “It’s probably stupid.”

She frowns. “Of all the things I’ve seen lately, whatever you’re going to school for is by far the least stupid, I can assure you.”

I laugh and my heart constricts when her eyes twinkle with amusement much like Courtney’s do. “Mechanical Engineering. I’ve…” With an embarrassed groan, I stuff the ring in my pocket and pull out my wallet. Inside, I find a folded slip of paper. A drawing. “I had an idea for a new transmission design. It will make more effective use of the engine’s torque and keep the engine operating at not only an appropriate speed, but an optimal one. Better than any design on any vehicle I’ve worked on. I want to take these ideas and convert them from paper to machine. I’ve already sent in a request for a patent on this transmission.”

Her brow lifts as she inspects the paper. “Wow, that’s um, incredibly detailed.”

I beam at her. “I’ve been working on it for over a year now. I figure in another four to six, this transmission could be something I can create and test.” Shrugging my shoulders, I take the paper back and fold it up. “Maybe it’s lame, but I know it will work. It could be the future for a lot of vehicles.”

She gives me a shy smile. “You looked just like her. Rhonda would look just like that when she was on a roll about something she loved.” Her wistful expression is a sucker punch to my gut.

“You knew my mom?”

She swallows and her blond brows crash together. “We went to high school together and were pretty good friends. But then she got mixed up with Eddie and I started dating Paul. The guys didn’t get along. We drifted apart and it wasn’t for another few years that we ran into each other again. Both of us big and pregnant—her much bigger of course because she was carrying twins. It was bittersweet. She seemed happy.”

“Was my dad always mean to her?” I choke out, overcome with sudden emotion.

She shakes her head. “Your daddy was good to her, but then I heard through the rumor mill that he’d taken to drinking. When I’d run into her at school functions, she wasn’t the girl I remember. Much sadder.” She reaches forward and grips my bicep. “But then she’d look at her twins and her entire face would light up. You two made her so happy.”

I blink away the tears that are threatening. Before I realize what’s happening, she wraps me up in a hug that feels much like the ones Mom used to give. I slump against Courtney’s mother, desperate for the motherly affection I no longer have access to. She pats my back and whispers assurances to me that strengthen my soul.

I’m going to be much better than my father.

Courtney deserves the best and I will make sure I give it to her.

Leanna pulls away and gives me an accepting smile. “You have my blessing and support, Rome. I know I’ve given you some trouble, but that’s my baby in there. I’ve watched her slowly die from the inside out. It wasn’t until she connected with you that I saw her smile again. Hope, something I thought had long since been dashed out, shone beautifully in her eyes again. I just want her to be happy. And if happiness is with Eddie and Rhonda Murray’s son, then so be it.”

“Thank you,” I tell her, my voice gruff. “I won’t disappoint you.”

“I truly believe you won’t.”
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Courtney

 

Wife.

I’m still shocked when I think about the fact that I’m a wife now.

I stare down at my princess cut diamond ring. I’d been surprised when he proposed to me over Thanksgiving break. And further undone that Mom gave her blessing. But what really blew my mind was that he didn’t wait. When Monday rolled around, he dragged me to the courthouse and gave me his last name.

So I gave him my heart.

“You’re stalling,” I tell him playfully when his palm slips under my shirt.

“I’m just saying hi to the chipmunks.” He pushes up the material and his lips find my skin near my belly button.

“They’re napping,” I tease. “But they’re getting bigger by the day. They’re going to need a room soon. Mom and Keith said they’d come over and help us paint once we get the room ready.”

He sits up and nods, his brows furled together. “I just hate saying goodbye.”

“You’re not saying goodbye,” I assure him. “You’re just organizing her things and making room for the babies. If you’re not ready we can always do your old room—”

“I’m ready.” He rolls out of the bed and pads out of the room barefoot.

“Like right now?” I laugh and Harvey Benjamin perks up from his perch on the recliner.

“No time like the present,” Rome hollers.

I ease out of bed and motion for HB. “Come on, kid. Let’s go help your daddy.”
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I’ve spent the past hour going through her desk drawers while Rome tackles the closet. When he grows quiet, I cast a glance over my shoulder. He sits on the edge of the bed with Raven’s journal in his hands.

“What is it?” I ask cautiously, knowing full well there are horrible things about him that he’s been reading.

“I found this under her mattress. She documented all of it. Just about every damn time that motherfucker would rough me up.” He turns a page. “This is hard to read and yet I can’t fucking look away.”

I stand and make my way over to him. Once I sit, I wrap an arm around him. “Let’s do it together, okay?”

He nods and we begin reading.

He’s beautiful. I can’t believe I’m crushing on him. But he says he can help—that he’ll even help for free. I’m going back tomorrow to discuss it in more detail.

I remember reading this several months ago. I’m anxious to learn more—to discover what sort of secrets it is that she wanted Rome to find based on her poem that directed him here.

Who would’ve thought that Whitney’s dad would be the one to help me? He’s so nice. When I asked him about what happens to kids in abusive situations, he didn’t sugarcoat things. They get sent to other family members or foster homes if their parents are deemed unfit. Since we only have one parent and no other family, Rome and I could be looking at being taken apart from each other. I’m scared to be away from my brother. I told Mr. McConnell this. He was concerned for Rome but especially me. Some of the things he’d asked about were horrifying and embarrassing. Of course my father doesn’t touch me. Ew. The problem with my father is that he beats on my brother. One day I’m afraid he’ll kill him. Mr. McConnell says we’ll come up with a plan. He didn’t tell me his hourly rate. I’m afraid to ask. We’re going to meet again next week to discuss.

Rome turns the page and his hand shakes. I can’t tell if he’s upset or furious or what. The next entry is a week later.

Wow. $300 an hour! I can’t afford a lawyer. I’d nearly given up, but then Dad beat his fists on Rome’s back so many times my brother passed out. All because he didn’t like the seasoning Rome used in the meal he cooked for us. Why can’t Dad just be proud of him? Rome is smart and wants to do right by our family. It breaks my heart. The only thing I can do is try and keep Dad happy. I smile and laugh like Mom used to do to calm him. It always seems to work. I’ve even taken to pouring his drinks for him once he gets home. He doesn’t know it, but I add water to his glass to dilute the alcohol. I’m sure he’ll be angry if he ever finds out, but I don’t care. He’s not as violently drunk when I pour his drinks.

Rome turns the page and it fast forwards a few weeks.

All was well for a while, but then Dad got sick. His liver is shutting down. The drinking is bad on his liver and yet he still does it. Dad is pissed about the hospital bills. Those three days were like heaven, just Rome and me at the house. It was quiet and for once my brother was able to relax. But now Dad’s back home and being the monster we all know so well. When I kindly reminded him that he shouldn’t drink, he started screaming at me. I’ve never been so scared of my father. Rome threw a chair at him. Dad, despite being weak from his hospitalization, leveled my brother with one powerful punch to the jaw. I’ve picked up some extra shifts at the diner. I’m going to go see Mr. McConnell again.

“I’m so sorry,” I breathe and lean my head against Rome.

His voice is husky. “I’ll never be like him. I swear it.”

“You’re not a monster,” I agree.

He lets out a heavy sigh and turns the page.

Mr. McConnell held me while I cried. Promised that everything would be okay. He even said he’d take the case pro bono and to put my money away. I’ve never been so happy in my life.

The next entry takes place a couple weeks later.

Rome and I celebrated our 17th birthday alone. It was the best birthday ever. Dad got wasted after work at the bar and went home with some woman. I’d called Pete who owns the bar to check on him. Once I realized he wasn’t coming home, I drove my brother to our favorite burger place and treated him to anything he wanted. Rome drew me a raven. I told him I wanted it as a tattoo. My brother laughed at me and told me I wasn’t allowed to get a tattoo. In another year, we can break free from Dad. Our lives will be much easier. We just have to last until then.

Rome turns the page and something wet hits the page. When I realize he’s crying, my pregnancy emotions overtake me, and I burst into tears. Neither of us speak as we continue reading.

I HATE DAD! Why does he have to keep hurting my brother? I was sneaky and took some pictures of Rome while he slept. So many bruises. When I sent them to Mr. McConnell, as evidence, he called me right away and asked me to come see him.

The next entry has me gasping and Rome fisting his hand.

He kissed me. Jackson McConnell kissed me. I’ve never been kissed before. I was taken by surprise, and slightly horrified, until he chuckled against my lips. “You’re beautiful, Raven. I couldn’t go another minute without tasting you.” My heart has been hammering away ever since. He’s been working hard building a case against Dad. Jackson, as he has begged I call him, says he will put my dad away for the way he’s hurt my brother.

“He fucking kissed her. I’m going to kill him,” Rome threatens. “That sick asshole.”

He turns the page.

Today, on the way to Jackson’s office for the third time this week, I ran into Whitney. She stared at me with her mouth open. I could tell she knew. The kiss wasn’t just once. It was the first of many. I don’t know how she knew, but she did. When she called me a whore under her breath, it took everything in me not to cry. But I don’t cry. Not in front of them. I gave her a polite smile and then went into her dad’s office. We did more than kiss. I’ve been floating on a cloud ever since.

“What the fuck did they do?” Rome roars so loud it causes me to jump.

“I don’t know. Turn the page.”

I think I’m falling in love with him. It’s wrong because he has a wife, but when he’s kissing me, it doesn’t feel wrong. When he touches me, I forget my name.

We read several more pages where she talks about how wonderful he is and how he tells her he’s going to leave his wife for her. Rome is so enraged, I think he’ll burst a blood vessel.

We had sex. It was nothing like I imagined. It hurt. Then, his phone rang. He shooed me out of his office. God, my chest feels as though it’s been cracked open. I’m supposed to be helping Rome and all I can think about is how much Jackson has hurt me.

“She lied,” I choke out, my own chest feeling as though it’s cracked open. “She told me she was a virgin.” A tear rolls down my cheek. “She told me she’d never been intimate with anyone. Why did she lie, Rome?”

He leans over and kisses my wet cheek. “You lied too. Sometimes it’s easier being someone you’re not.”

He’s sorry. When he called me this afternoon at the diner, I’d been shocked. I drove to his office after my shift and he apologized for hours. This time, the sex didn’t hurt. I felt loved. Does he love me too?

The next entry takes place a few months later.

When I asked Jackson how the progress was going on the case, he blew up. Yelled at me in his office for being an impatient brat. I felt like I’d been hollowed out. Instead of letting him break me, I offered to pay. In another six months, Rome and I will be graduated. We’ll be adults and can leave Dad. What am I even doing with Jackson? Is he playing me? I got my answer when he bent me over his desk and apologized once more until I was screaming his name in pleasure. He stroked my back and told me we already have an agreement. Does this make me a prostitute?

Rome flips the page and the journal skips nearly six months.

We’re over. After nearly a year of fucking me, he can just let me go as if I mean nothing. The kids at school have their stupid unimportant problems. Meanwhile, Rome and I deal with shit nobody should have to deal with. He’s still getting his ass kicked every other day and I’ve been having an affair with an older married man. When I demanded to know what was happening with the case for the hundredth time, he told me he was bored of me. Laughed and told me I was gullible white trash. That he fucked me because he could. I’m devastated, but mostly I’m furious. If it weren’t for the fact that Rome and I will be eighteen in another month, I’d do something about Jackson and what he’s done to me.

“I don’t think I can read this anymore,” Rome snarls. “Not without wanting to murder that man.”

I clutch his hand and kiss the raven on his throat. “I’m right here. We’ll do this together. Her story needs to be told.”

He slightly nods in agreement.

He’s sorry. Imagine that. Always sorry when he wants a booty call. He’ll be sorry all right. This time, when I went to his office and let him fuck me, I left my heart at home. I can think better when it’s not in the way.

“What do you think that means?” I ask.

“I don’t know.”

This guy. His threats are disgusting. Not only has he not lifted a finger in trying to put my dad away for child abuse, he’s threatened to represent my father for free. Jackson claims I seduced him. What is wrong with him? He told me he’d deny us ever having a sexual relationship. That nobody believes the creepy kid. They believe the successful, married attorney. People like Raven and Rome Murray don’t have a voice, according to Jackson. I showed him my voice when I yelled, “Fuck you.” He made sure to have his security escort me from the premises. I heard his stupid threats, but I’m not afraid of him.

“That sick bastard,” I huff. “He did the same thing to me.”

Rome lets out a ragged sigh. “I can’t believe this shit.”

This year’s birthday sucked. Dad was an asshole and couldn’t even be nice during dinner. Rome cooked Mom’s lasagna. I thought it was even better than I remember hers being. Dad said it tasted like “almonds or some shit.” He’s losing his mind. It was cheesy and garlicky and perfect. I think he must be having problems with his liver again, though, because I ended up taking care of him as he puked the rest of the night. At least he didn’t drink.

Rome snaps the book shut. “I can’t read this anymore.”

I pluck it from his grip. “We have to.”
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Rome

 

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

Raven Murray, the girl with a thousand smiles. All of them fake. How she kept her tears at bay during all of this is beyond me. While I thought I was taking all the punishment, she was getting punished in her own way. Like me, she thought she could hold it all in to protect her sibling. Fuck, I wish she would’ve talked to me.

My heart is racing so fast I think I might pass out. I’m thrust to the past. Quiet moments with Mom before she died.
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“It’s special. You can’t be careless like me.”

I frown as I hold up the bottle. “Just a pinch?”

“Just a pinch.”

“Always use gloves?”

“Please.”

“It works?”

“It does.” Her green eyes flare to life despite her pallid skin tone. “Rome, you can do this, my brave, beautiful boy.”

“I’m scared.”

“I am too.”

“Are you going to Hell?”

She smiles. “They can try and take me there. I’ll just claw my way back out and find a way to Heaven. That’s where my babies will be one day.”

“I love you,” I whisper.

“I love you too,” she murmurs. “Take care of your sister.”
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“Are you ready?” my wife asks, dragging me from the past.

“Ready as I’ll ever be.” I press my lips to her neck near her ear. “Promise you’ll always love me, no matter what.”

Her fingers stroke my cheek. “I promise.”

I’ve met someone. Someone like me. Someone lonely. Someone who wears a mask to keep those around them safe. Logan. Lonely, lonely Logan.

Courtney stiffens and I cuddle her closer, urging her to turn the page. She does. So brave, my girl.

Who are you, Logan? I laughed for a good ten minutes when he proclaimed his profile picture really was him. Has Logan never heard of “reverse image search” on Google? Zac Efron is not Lonely Logan, no matter how much I wish that to be true. At least Logan keeps my mind off of everything going on in my life. We’re stuck here for the rest of the summer. Rome’s been working long shifts at the mechanic’s shop and I’ve been pulling just as long of days at the diner. We haven’t spoken about it, but I know that as soon as college starts up in the fall, he’s going to move out. I’ll do everything in my power to help that happen. In the meantime, all I can do is keep Dad off his ass as much as possible. Chatting with Logan also keeps my mind off Jackson. I could simply forget about him, but he likes to call every now and again to remind me that I’m a worthless piece of trash who no one will believe. I bet Logan would believe me.

“She knew?” Courtney asks, astonished.

It’s my turn to grit my teeth and swallow down my unease. This journal is like a ticking time bomb. I’m worried about what we’ll uncover. She clearly hid it for a reason.

“Raven apparently knew more than any of us gave her credit for. I’d spent so much time hiding my pain from her and she saw all of it. Hell, she was trying to fix it. She, though, hid behind her smiles and bright personality. I was so fucking stupid. I never once tried to talk to her about anything. I’d assumed she was in a safe bubble and I was only toxins she didn’t need tainting her life.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I was a terrible brother.”

Courtney shakes her head. “Stop.”

I simply nod as she turns the page.

I can be myself with Logan, who I’ve pretty much surmised is a girl. What boy watches Maleficent? Regardless, my chats with Logan have been a godsend. For someone who dreads every part of her daily existence, I sure look forward to Logan’s messages. It’s like, for just a moment, I’m free.

Courtney sniffles. “I wish I could go back in time.”

I let out a heavy sigh. “Me too.”

Jackson can go to hell. I wish he’d leave me alone. He didn’t like it one bit when I told him I’d tell everyone about what a sicko he is. His face turned bright purple and I swear he looked like he was going to hit me when I told him I had a video of us fucking. I’m tempted to tell Rome everything, but then he’ll want to know why I went to see him in the first place. If he finds out it was to protect him from Dad, I know my brother, he’ll be furious. What Dad does embarrasses him.

It did embarrass me.

But the bastard got what he deserved.

Dad’s sick again. The doctor told him if he doesn’t stop drinking, he will die. I should hate him for everything he’s done to our family, but I can’t. I’m sad. I don’t want him to die.

I wait for the heavy feeling of guilt to weigh down on me, but it never comes.

“Were you sad when he died?” Courtney asks.

“Fuck no.”

She turns the page.

Rome yelled at me. Earlier when Dad refused to eat what Rome made for dinner, I didn’t want Rome to feel bad, so I took a few bites of Dad’s meatloaf from his plate. He caught me and accused me of taking Dad’s side. Then, he threw the plate away. The entire thing! He was so pissed that I left the room to keep from crying. Sometimes he’s no better than Dad when he acts like that.

I stand so abruptly that Courtney cries out.

“I am not like him!” I roar. I was only trying to protect my sister that day. Fuck, if she only knew how she nearly gave me a heart attack when she pulled that shit.

Courtney sets the journal down before throwing her arms around my waist. Her stomach is hard between us and feeling my babies has me calming a bit.

“You’re not like him,” she agrees. “Raven was just angry.”

I close my eyes and remember that day clearly. I’d been so livid with Raven I wanted to shake her. To make her understand how stupid she was being.

“Sit back down with me.” Courtney guides me back over to the bed. This time, we lie down. My wife stretches out on her back and I lie on my side so I can see the journal.

I love him or her. Logan sometimes feels like a she. I can feel it down in my bones. In fact, I’m going with my gut that it’s a her. She’s been my saving grace this month. My little glimpse of sunshine in my gloomy world. I want to meet her. Some things she’s said to me feel familiar. As though maybe we already know each other. Who are you, Lonely Logan?

Courtney flips the page to a date stamped a few weeks later.

Courtney Moss. Courtney Moss. Courtney Moss. I know this now. You gave yourself away. I wasn’t supposed to fall in love with you. You were never mine to fall in love with. You were supposed to love him. Oh, God.

“How did she find out?” Courtney questions.

“She said you gave yourself away. What did you say?”

“I don’t know.”

He’ll kill me. If my brother finds out I had an online relationship with his high school crush, he’ll be so angry. But I’m selfish. I want her all for myself. Even if only for a little while…

A whine escapes Courtney and I stare at the words in shock.

She distracts me. Courtney Moss is the reason I get up each day and keep trying. It’s so easy to pretend this thing with us is real, that she’ll meet up with me and we can continue going as we have been. Will Rome hate me? Probably. Do I care? I do. Why is life so hard? God, I miss Mom.

A couple of months pass before she writes in the journal again.

“That’s the date Whitney sent the pictures!” Courtney exclaims as she sits up to read the next part.

Whitney can rot in hell. I know she’s the one who sent the pictures because Courtney wouldn’t hurt me like that. I’ve observed her enough to know she’s not the cruel one in their friendship. Poor Courtney. If Whitney sent this to me, who else did she send them to? Oh, God.

Courtney’s sobbing at this point and I’m sick to my stomach. I don’t want to keep reading and yet I do. We both do.

I knew it. I freaking knew it. Jackson is on his way over. He called me at six this morning. My stomach hurts. This is the moment of truth. I have to be brave.

“Fuck,” I snarl. “Fuck.”

With a shaking hand, Courtney turns the page.

Holy shit. That rat bastard pulled a fast one on me. Whitney sent him the pictures and conversations I’d exchanged with Courtney and he said he finally has proof of what a slut I am.

“I checked my phone,” Courtney exclaims. “I didn’t see that Whitney had sent the pictures to anyone despite her threats.”

“Apparently she did and deleted her trail.” I grit my teeth as I keep reading.

Proof that I’m wild and reckless having affairs with people online that I don’t even know. That my character speaks for itself—I’m just a girl begging for attention from anyone. That if I even think about telling on him ever, that not only will he smear my name through the mud, but he’ll take Courtney down too. Worse yet, he too, threatened to send all of it to my dad. I shouldn’t have tried to protect Courtney from him—he immediately saw it as a weakness and attacked.

I’m so sorry, Courtney. I don’t know what to do.

I shouldn’t have ever sent any pictures or sexted with Courtney, but I got caught up in the moment. It was stupid because the chances of Jackson seeing it and using it against me were high considering Whitney is Courtney’s best friend. Even though I knew what we had was real, it was still risky that Whitney might accidentally see what wasn’t meant for her. If she ever did, of course she’d show her dad because she hates me. Nobody ever had to tell her I was having an affair with her dad. She just knew. No matter, I still don’t regret what Courtney and I did. That was real and I won’t apologize for it.

End this.

End this.

End this.

He kept hissing that at me from the driver’s seat. I sat quietly in the passenger’s seat as I contemplated what to do.

End this.

End this.

Destroy the supposed video I had and he’d forget he ever saw what transpired between Courtney and me.

End this.

End this.

I’ve slowly been cracking, for years now, but now I’m finally sinking. Truth is, I never saw past this summer. No matter how hard I thought about it. No matter how much I ached to have Courtney as mine.

End this.

It all makes sense now. I can end this. It’ll be messy, but he won’t be able to drag Courtney through the mud because it will be HIS name that gets smeared. It will suck, which is exactly why I won’t stick around for it.

I’m going to go find Mom.

And then Rome can go find the girl of his dreams. The girl of my dreams.

Everything will work out, I just know it.

Goodbye, Journal. I have a plan.

“There’s more,” I choke out as I turn the page. As soon as Courtney sees the letter made out to her, she starts sobbing so hard I think she’ll vomit. “Calm down, baby.”

I’m so wound up, I feel like I’ll snap at any moment. All I had to do was not jump to conclusions. I could have stopped all of this by going into her room and finding these clues she’d left for me. Instead, I did exactly what the cops did, took all the hard, solid evidence right in front of our faces and ran with it. Raven would be furious with me had she seen how I acted. It was never her intention for Courtney to hurt. She wanted Jackson McConnell to hurt.

Fuck.

Together, Courtney and I read the letter my sister wrote to her.

Courtney,

Well, hello there, Lonely Logan. You sure as hell thought you fooled me. For a while there, I believed it. Silly hope. I’m pretty sure you gave yourself away, though, the 8,456 times you defended cheerleaders as being smart. The jury’s still out on that one…kidding!

Do you remember that first day in biology class? I’d already started taking notes and you were watching me with curiosity. When I looked over at you, you said, “Do you ever feel like fate pushes two people together on purpose? Like it knows one isn’t as brainy as the other?” I was confused at your words. Then you whispered, “I’m glad I was paired with someone who actually knows what’s going on in this class. I don’t know anything about biology.”

Not long after I was talking to you as Logan, you asked me almost the same questions in our message. “Do you ever feel like fate pushes two people together on purpose? Like it knows one isn’t as strong as the other?”

It was a heartbreaking moment to realize the girl of my brother’s dreams was messaging me. As I sat in bed that night, I wanted to hate you for tricking me—to demand why. But when I replayed our conversations, it felt real. Maybe it started off as some stupid joke, but we both know it wasn’t a joke. I knew it was real. Selfishly, I wanted your friendship and I believe you did too. So I kept it up knowing it would most likely hurt in the end because I knew I would fall for you. Eventually, I did fall for you. I was betraying Rome but it was our little secret.

I’m happy we found each other. It may have been based on some lies, but most everything I said to you was the real Raven Louise Murray. And the things you said to me, I believed them. Even the parts where you claimed to love me. I love you too, Courtney.

I’m sorry that Jackson McConnell thinks he has the right to shame you, but this is a lesson I want him to learn. The things he did to me were deplorable and he won’t get away with them. If it means exposing to the world how I traded sex in hopes that he’d help my brother, then so be it. At least then, they’ll also learn he was screwing someone illegal. The crimes against him are endless. Jackson will have the best lawyers; this I am certain. And he’ll most certainly challenge my character as he defends his own to a jury. Unfortunately for that asshole, I have a plan. It’s a plan I hope you’ll find my brother for and help execute for me in my absence. After what’s coming, you’ll definitely need each other to lean on.

Don’t let Whitney control you anymore. She thinks you’re a sheep, but you’re not. You’re so much stronger than she’ll ever know. Much stronger than I could ever be. You once asked about the scars on my abdomen. I’d given you a copout answer. A coping mechanism. Truth is, I just wanted to feel. Since Mom died, my life has felt foggy. I’ve felt disconnected. For those few moments as the blade tore through my flesh, every nerve ending in my body came to life. I was free. I was flying. Ravens were meant to soar. Soon, I’ll soar out of this hellish earth. I love you, Courtney. I’ll miss you incredibly so.

See you in Hell…

Kidding!

Make my brother happy and I’ll save you a place on my canoe. You once wondered where we go when we die. I always imagined I’d go to Lake Borden, push away from the shore in a tiny canoe, and listen to the birds as I sleep. Something tells me the canoe will drift along and eventually I’ll find Mom. And Edgar Allen Poe (I have a LOT of questions for him). And maybe even Kurt Cobain. Tell Rome I’ll get him a shirt. ;)

Love,

Raven

My stomach feels hollowed out. I feel fucking duped. I’ve been fed lies by my sister. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. As Courtney curls into a ball, clutching her stomach, I read the next letter addressed to me.

Rome,

I knew, despite your hating my non-rhyming poems, that you’d understand my message and find my journal. Good job, big bro.

A pained sound escapes me. Her poem was so obvious. I read it along with everything else in her desk drawers. The sticky note was written in a frantic way, unlike her normally neat scribbles. It called to me. Fuck, it called to me, and I didn’t listen.

I’m listening now, Raven.

With a gutting ache in my chest, I continue to read.

Whitney is a psycho and you’re probably going to see some really embarrassing things about Courtney and me. I swear, Rome, I didn’t know it was her at first. But she draws you in with her golden locks and flawless smile. I remember being so captivated by her any time she spoke to me in biology. I’d had a major girl crush. Yet when I first started noticing how into her you were, I was rooting for the both of you. I wanted her to wriggle out of Whitney’s clutches and fall right into your arms. You two were always apart but somehow existed in each other’s atmosphere. I’ve written poems about the almost palpable energy I could feel between the two of you. Cackling and hissing, the universe slotting together to make it happen. Which is why when I finally discovered it was Courtney who was my beloved Lonely Logan, I was crushed. For you. She’s yours. And by God, Rome, you better stop acting like an antisocial asshole so you can land the girl of your dreams. All you have to do is ask her out. Something tells me she’ll say yes.

She’s your fate.

A wise person once asked me, “Do you ever feel like fate pushes two people together on purpose? Like it knows one isn’t as strong as the other?”

She’s strong, big bro. And you’re going to need her strength for when I’m gone. But she’ll need yours as well. You’re strong too.

When Jackson attacks her (he has pictures of her having sex with a man and I’m pretty sure she’s under the influence), I need you to come to her aid. Hopefully my proof against him will overshadow anything he thinks he can do to her in an effort to discredit me, but in the event that he gets it through his vengeful head that he can attack her, I need you to help her. She’s just an innocent bystander in this. Sure, she and I messed around online, but our friendship was real. The sexual experiences were ours to share, not his to exploit. So I need for you to do whatever it takes to hire the best lawyer you can. Take that asshole down. Do it for me, Rome.

Oh, and I know about the arsenic. After you threw a hissy fit when I ate Dad’s food, I did some snooping. I found it hiding behind the spices in the top cabinet. I researched it and learned a lot about arsenic poisoning. Cancer. Liver disease. Diabetes. Nervous system complications. Digestive difficulties.

Did Mom poison herself while slowly trying to kill our father? You were Mom’s golden boy, so it makes sense for you to pick up the torch and keep that going on her behalf. Once I figured this out, I realized you were doing it at a painstakingly slow pace. With his drinking, nobody would be none the wiser when he keeled over from liver disease.

You also probably know now that the arsenic is gone.

My blood runs cold. I didn’t notice the arsenic wasn’t in its normal place until two weeks after Raven had passed. Hell, I didn’t even crawl out of bed during that time, much less cook for my dad. For one fleeting moment, I worried the police had found it. But I wasn’t brought in for questioning and Dad never mentioned it. I thought about finding more to continue, but after Raven was gone, I didn’t see the point. Dad would drink himself to death with or without my help. I just wasn’t sticking around long enough to see that happen.

While you slept early this morning, I flushed the contents and dropped the container in the neighbor’s trash bin. The damage is done. Let nature take its course. If anyone belongs in prison, it’s Dad, not you. By the time the giant keels over from liver failure, the toxins won’t be in his system any longer. You’ll be safe.

He’s most certainly dying now thanks to you and Mom.

You’ll get your wish soon.

I’m honestly glad I won’t be around to see it, but I’m sad you’ll go through it alone.

Maybe if someone asks a certain stunning blonde out, the journey won’t be so lonely…

I’m signing off. I’ve got a canoe to catch.

Look up the following email with the password I’ve provided. All of the audio and video files are there along with PDFs of my phone correspondence with Jackson McConnell. Make the lawyer question all the females who work with him. Something tells me I wasn’t the only one.

And if you love me, burn this journal.

Raven

PS – Please tell Courtney this is not her fault. I can see where she’ll think it was, but it’s not. This is so much bigger than her. Tell her I loved her until the end. Now it’s your turn, big bro. Don’t let me down.

I drop the journal to the floor and pull Courtney against me. Hot tears leak from my eyes because had I just paid fucking attention, my wife could have avoided prison time. Instead, my stubborn ass only heard what it wanted to hear.

I fucked it all up, Raven.

I’m sorry.

But I’m sure as hell going to waste no time fixing it.
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Raven

 

The day she cried…

 

“Nobody will believe a teenage whore,” Jackson sneers, his nostrils flaring. Dark circles paint his cheeks below his eyes. He’s definitely not been sleeping lately. Makes me wonder if he’s worried that at any moment I can make his world come crashing down around him.

I will.

Soon.

“When did you turn so cruel?” I ask, my voice wobbling. With everyone else, I’m strong. Optimistic. Cheery. Jackson drags me down into a hole and stomps on me every time. He makes me weak. “At one time, I thought you loved me.” That’s the truth. How stupid was I?

“Fucking your tight cunt doesn’t constitute as love,” he hisses, his voice dripping with venom. “I love my wife and daughter. Not you. Never you. You’re just a white trash piece of ass who thought she could rope herself a sugar daddy.”

I jerk my head to the side and glare at him. I’d been so smitten with him in the beginning. Melted under his praise. Fell under his spell. He played me. I walked right into his trap and let him use me.

“I never once asked you for money,” I bite out.

“But trading your pussy for legal advice isn’t the same goddamned thing?” His laugh is scornful. “Do you think you can get into college with that on your résumé, Raven?”

I don’t tell him I’m most definitely never going to college.

“I was seventeen,” I hiss, my voice rising. “Seventeen. You took advantage of me for almost a year. Used me. Let me believe you were actually helping me build a case against my abusive father. Do you think you can get into jail with that on your rap sheet, Jackson?”

I don’t tell him that he’s most definitely going to prison.

“Get out of my car,” he demands. “Take this shit to your grave because if you don’t, I will ruin you. I will ruin you and your lesbian girlfriend. My daughter doesn’t need to hang out with trash like that anyway.” He waves his phone at me. “I have all the proof I need of your little chats with Courtney Moss that shows you’re a slut who craves attention from anyone, including strangers she clearly doesn’t know.”

“Please leave her out of this,” I choke out, tears welling in my eyes. “Courtney didn’t do anything wrong. This is between us, Jackson.”

He pins me with a glare I know he must use in the courtroom—a stare that peels me apart and exposes my weakness. In this case, Courtney. I gave that to him on a silver platter. A vulnerability he’ll no doubt try to use against me.

“According to the shit I have on my phone,” he sneers. “I beg to differ. If you try to take me down, I’ll destroy her too. And, by the way, there is no us. You’re just a little desperate lying slut. Nobody believes trash like you. They’ll think you’re nothing but a money hungry girl trying to set up a wealthy man. This isn’t a Lifetime movie, sweetheart. This is reality. In reality, you’re worthless.”

“Wow,” I mutter.

“End this. Just walk away and end this,” he orders.

End this.

End this.

End this.

“End what, exactly?” I demand.

“Whatever you think you’re doing. Fuck, end yourself for all I care.”

When my nostrils flare with fury, he laughs. I hate the sound. Dark and evil.

“In fact,” he bites out. “That’s the best idea I’ve had all day. I don’t think your freak brother or your pervert dad will even miss you—especially after I send your dad these conversations proving what a little slut you are. They’re too busy fighting with each other. It’s your out, sweetheart.”

End this.

End this.

End this.

“Fine,” I say in a cold voice. “You’re going to wish you never tried to fuck me over.”

I open the car door and push it open, but he grabs my elbow before I can climb out. “I already fucked you over. I’m a McConnell and I get exactly what I wish for.”

Jerking my arm from his grip, I storm back into the house. Dad is passed out on the couch, the room reeking of hard liquor. I make a quick pass through the kitchen, a run to the bathroom, and then take the trash to the curb. Jackson is no longer parked outside. Hastily, I make my way over to the neighbor’s trash bin and hide a certain empty spice bottle with all the other garbage. Once back inside, I take a quick peek at Rome in his bedroom. He sleeps like a wild man, limbs everywhere. With the early dawn light peeking through the windows and shining on his face, he seems younger than eighteen. Innocent. The dark bruise on his cheekbone reminds me that he’s lived for far too long under the rule of a monster.

I make my way back to my room and write a couple of letters. My smile is genuine as I pen them.

I smile. The real one. The one no one sees but me.

And Courtney.

I also make sure to write Rome a sticky note poem that will give him the answers he needs—answers that no one else needs to find. The heavy weights that always seem to be dragging me down feel as though they’ve lifted.

Is this how a raven feels as it’s about to jump off the ledge and take flight?

Free.

Free.

Free.

I plug in my phone to my laptop and download my newest audio clip. From the moment I began to suspect Jackson was playing me, I started protecting myself. Every encounter with him was recorded. Every threat. Every touch. Every lie. All preserved in time in case I needed them later.

Now is later.

Once I make sure they’re saved, I clean the audio clips and videos off my phone and computer. I don’t want Jackson somehow getting ahold of this stuff. It’s safely sent to an email that only my brother will have access to. It will be his ammunition for when he needs to go to battle.

Bang. Bang. Bang.

You lose, Jackson.

As soon as I tuck my journal away under my mattress, I sit down on the edge of my bed. I pick up the bottle of prescription pills I’d been given when I fell at work and hurt my back. I’d only taken a couple out of the entire bottle. I have nearly thirty Oxycodone.

“This better work,” I mutter. My heart is pounding in my chest. Funny how the first time I feel truly alive is right before I die.

Alive. Alive. Alive.

With handfuls that make me gag, I chase the pills down with a bottle of Dad’s Jack. It takes several times before I get them all down. I feel like I might throw up, but that will ruin everything. I chug down as much as I can of the liquor without barfing. Daylight is creeping in and I have a niggle of worry that this won’t work. I’m supposed to work the late breakfast shift at the diner. If I don’t show up, someone will call looking for me.

I will be gone.

Gone. Gone. Gone.

Shuddering, I swallow down some more of the disgusting alcohol. My stomach roils, but I breathe deeply to keep it from expelling its contents. Before I lose my senses, I rip out a sheet of notebook paper from a notebook on my desk and scribble out a note.

Rome and Dad,

I’m sorry. I just can’t take this life anymore.

Love you always,

Raven

I gather my phone, the empty pill bottle, the near empty bottle of liquor, and my suicide note. Clumsily, I make my way into the bathroom without turning on the light. I yank the shower curtain open and sit down in the bathtub. The dark room spins and I close my eyes. My heart is racing, but my thoughts are murky.

Hurry.

Hurry.

I’m ready to fly.

I must pass out for a bit because I’m vaguely aware when bright light tries to infect my darkness. My eyes crack open and Rome sleepily makes his way over to the toilet. The sound of him peeing has me suddenly aware of what’s happening.

I’m slipping.

I’m not flying.

I’m falling.

Bringing my phone close to my face, I check the time. The room spins but when it stops, I find the last picture of Courtney that Whitney sent. I stare at her long blond hair. The slender curve of her neck.

I can’t breathe.

Oh, God.

When I suck in a gasp of air, Rome shouts at me. “What the fuck?”

Black. Black. Black.

Falling.

Falling.

Where’s the canoe?

Slap!

My eyes blink open and I’m staring in the mirror. Straight into the soul of my other half. Rome. My brother.

“What did you do?”

I try to smile, but I can’t.

A loud, ugly sob escapes me.

Rome’s not supposed to see me cry. I’m supposed to be brave for him.

Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.

I’m crying.

He’s screaming for our dad and using my phone to dial someone. Then, he’s pulling me out of the tub and into his arms.

Courtney.

Go find Courtney.

Are the words leaving my mouth?

I whimper and stare at him helplessly.

Go, go, go.

But he stays.

His palms stroke my face as he cries. My tears fall in perfect harmony with his. We cry together, just like that first day when we left our mother’s womb.

I’m sorry, Rome.

God, this hurts.

It wasn’t supposed to hurt.

Where’s my canoe?

Mom?

Mom?

Black. Black. Black.

Slap!

“Stay with me!” he screams, slapping my face so hard I’m surprised my teeth don’t go flying out.

Black. Black. Black.

Mom?

Mommy?

Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.

I’m crying.

Where are you?

Mommy!

Slap!

“Raven, please,” my twin sobs. “Please stay with me.”

Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.

I’m crying.

Mommy!

I don’t smile. I don’t smile at all. Not for me. Not for him. Not for anyone.

Mommy!

Black. Black. Black.

I can’t breathe.

Oh, God.

Where’s my canoe?

“Shhhhhhh.”

Black. So much black.

Mommy!

“I’m here, baby.”

Mommy…

Sigh.

Where’s my canoe?

“This way.”

Sigh.

Black. Black. So white.

Sigh.

I smile.




[image: ]

Rome

 

Eighteen months later…

 

Guilty.

The fucker was finally found guilty.

Only took a goddamned year and a half.

It’s been a couple of weeks since they sentenced Jackson McConnell to prison for forty-one years. The counts stacked on him were embarrassingly high. No attorney could get him out of the mess he’d gotten himself into.

It was fucking torture listening to the audio clips of my sister as that motherfucker took advantage of her. He had the sense to look shameful. Maybe it was all an act to make the jury feel sorry for him. Thank fuck it didn’t work.

In addition to the evidence against him where Raven was concerned, we also had the testimonies of nine women he sexually assaulted or threatened, including my wife. Courtney, with her eyes narrowed and her teeth bared, recounted the terrible things he’d done to her.

She’s a wolf.

Her bravery is what had the other eight women shakily recounting their own tales. He was a bastard who liked to fuck anything that was pretty with a pair of tits, and then tried to bully them when he got bored. The asshole scared them all. Each one, alone, a quivering sheep. Together, though, they made a pack.

And the pack tore his proverbial throat out.

I’ll never forget the sound of Whitney’s wail when they sentenced her dad. Ugly and surprisingly sad. But she had her own problems. Getting knocked up by the dean at Northwestern, when he’s been “happily” married for twenty-seven years, had her name gloriously splashed across every tabloid. Courtney says what goes around comes around. I call it fucking karma.

Our attorney says we probably won’t see a settlement in her wrongful conviction lawsuit against the state for a while yet. Good thing all we have is time.

“You’re awake,” Courtney murmurs.

It’s early and the twins haven’t woken up yet. “Just thinking.”

She sits up on one elbow and frowns at me. Her golden waves are messy and hang in her pretty face. I could stare at her for hours. Sometimes I do. I don’t know how I deserve her, but she was given to me anyhow. I certainly don’t tempt fate and remind the crazy bitch that she fucked up when she wrote our destiny. Courtney was meant for someone much better than myself, but since I’m a greedy fuck, I keep her for myself anyway.

“Thinking or plotting? That’s your evil ‘I’m going to take over the world’ face,” she says with a grin.

“No.” I pounce on her. “I’m just going to take over you.”

She lets out a squeal, but I cover her mouth with my hand. I love the way her eyes widen, lust swimming in them. My sweet, adorable wife is a kinky girl. A little bondage and choking are on her list of favorites. I’d be an asshole if I didn’t give her exactly what she wants.

“You’ll wake up the monsters,” I tease as I push down my boxers and free my hard cock.

Her eyes are smiling as she pulls her panties to the side to grant me access into her hot body. When I thrust into her slick heat with a groan, her nostrils flare and her lashes flutter.

“You like it when I fuck you rough in the morning, don’t you, baby?” I coo as I release her mouth.

“Yesss,” she murmurs, her fingernails finding my shoulders and digging in.

I drive into her quickly because if I were a betting man, I’d say those kids will be waking up any minute.

“I’m going to fuck you fast and hard, Mrs. Murray,” I inform her as I nip at her bottom lip. “And then, later, when the squirts go to their grandma’s, I’m going to take you nice and slow.”

She digs her heels into my ass and smiles up at me. For the past several days she’s been hornier than usual, which means she’s probably ovulating. Maybe this time we’ll make a baby. Or two. My tongue thrusts into her mouth and I kiss her, morning breath and all. She’s mine…even when she’s a dirty girl.

Harvey Benjamin sighs from his recliner. Some things never change.

It doesn’t take long before she’s whimpering as an orgasm rattles through her. The moment her cunt clenches around me, I come with a loud groan. My cock throbs out its release as I kiss her softer and slower.

“I love you,” I remind her. Not that she ever forgets.

“I love you too,” she confirms. Not that I ever believe she doesn’t.

“Dadda!” a voice chirps from down the hall.

I chuckle against Courtney’s mouth. “Luke is awake.”

“Dadda!” a higher voice screeches.

Courtney laughs. “Lily is awake too. How come they never call for me?”

I shrug as I pull out and set to cleaning us up. Courtney rolls over onto her stomach, tucking her knees beneath her, her round ass up in the air. She’s so cute as she tries to trap my super sperm inside her. The woman is dead set on adding on to the family. And I’m eager to help make her dreams come true. My dick twitches. Really eager.

“They like daddy’s pancakes,” I tell her as I rub my palm up her spine, pushing her sleep shirt up along the way.

“I love daddy’s pancakes,” she says with a laugh. It amazes me how much trust she has in me. After reading what I did to my father—that I was capable of such a horrendous thing—I was sure she’d run for the hills or turn me in. Instead, the moment we had the information Raven wanted us to have regarding the audio clips, it was Courtney who made me drive to Lake Borden. It was Courtney who threw the journal into a campsite fire pit and lit the match. It was Courtney who watched the only shred of evidence against me turn into ash and dust.

My fingertips trace the tattoo on her spine. All black script.

I am not a sheep. I am a wolf.

When I start to walk away, she sits up and grabs my hand. Her blue eyes find mine as she kisses my knuckle above where my wedding ring sits. “If I’m the wolf, Rome, what does that make you?”

I bend and kiss her nose. “I’m a motherfucking wolf too.”

 

 

 

 

The End






 

 

Dear Reader,

I hope you enjoyed this intense and heartbreaking story. Thank you for reading. Courtney and Raven are very dear to my heart. These characters and this story were inspired after I personally dealt with some crushing blows, not only to my career, but also to my character—all of which happened via social media, email, and other electronic forms. It drove me to educate myself on what exactly cyberbullying was, as well as, the psychology of it. I hope you take the time to educate yourself on the subject as it’s something that both adults and children are dealing with more and more as our worlds are being taken over by electronics. Educate yourself, be aware, and do your part to prevent what you can. Spread love, not hate. Children, family members, friends, co-workers—people you know are affected daily by this growing problem. If we want to see change, we have to take part and make that change happen.

If you are a victim of cyberbullying, talk to someone. Knowing you have someone who supports and cares about you as you go through a difficult time is half the battle. Anxiety, depression, helplessness, despair, weight loss, insomnia, lowered self-esteem, loss of hope, fear, embarrassment—all of these feelings are what I personally dealt with and I’m no longer ashamed to admit it. With the support of others, though, I was able to mostly overcome it and so can you.

I’m always available to listen and talk to if you need someone.

Please feel free to email me at authorkwebster@gmail.com .

Thank you,

K Webster

 

Here is some information taken directly from www.stopbullying.gov so you can be informed as well:

 

Definition of Cyberbullying:

Cyberbullying is bullying that takes place using electronic technology. Electronic technology includes devices and equipment such as cell phones, computers, and tablets as well as communication tools including social media sites, text messages, chat, and websites.

 

Examples of cyberbullying include mean text messages or emails, rumors sent by email or posted on social networking sites, and embarrassing pictures, videos, websites, or fake profiles.

 

 

The Relationship between Bullying and Suicide:

Media reports often link bullying with suicide. However, most youth who are bullied do not have thoughts of suicide or engage in suicidal behaviors.

 

Although kids who are bullied are at risk of suicide, bullying alone is not the cause. Many issues contribute to suicide risk, including depression, problems at home, and trauma history. Additionally, specific groups have an increased risk of suicide, including American Indian and Alaskan Native, Asian American, lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender youth. This risk can be increased further when these kids are not supported by parents, peers, and schools. Bullying can make an unsupportive situation worse.

 

 

Bullying is not just a problem with children and teens, but with adults as well. Here’s an interesting article for you to read.

 

October is National Bully Prevention Month. To donate, here is a campaign at StompOutBullying.org

 

If you are in crisis, please contact the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at:

1-800-273-TALK (8255) or the GLBT National Youth Talkline at 1-800-246-PRIDE (1-800-246-7743)
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Listen on Spotify here.

 

“Dig Down” by Muse

“Bad Blood” by Bastille

“Hurt” by Johnny Cash

“I Hung My Head” by Johnny Cash

“Dark Side” by Bishop Briggs

“Hold Me Down” by Halsey

“Vermilion Pt. 2” by Slipknot

“What It’s Like” by Everlast

“What Kind of Man” by Florence + The Machine

“All I Need” by Radiohead

“Wild Horses” by Bishop Briggs

“Take Me To Church” by Hozier

“R U Mine?” by Arctic Monkeys

“Hate Me” by Blue October

“Last Goodbye” by Jeff Buckley

“Lydia” by Highly Suspect

“No Good” by Kaleo

“Criminal” by Fiona Apple

“Heathens” by Twenty One Pilots

“Heavydirtysoul” by Twenty One Pilots

“Once Upon a Dream” by Lana Del Rey

“Heart-Shaped Box” by Nirvana

“Nothing Compares 2 U” by Sinead O’Connor

“To Be Alone” by Hozier

“Blown Wide Open” by Big Wreck

“Fade Into You” by Mazzy Star

“How’s It Going To Be” by Third Eye Blind

“Say Hello To Heaven” by Temple of the Dog

“Sail” by AWOLNATION

“Desire” by Meg Myers

“Sorry” by Meg Myers

“Sucker For Pain” by Lil Wayne

“Thunder” by Imagine Dragons

“Where Is My Mind?” by Pixies

“Afraid” by The Neighbourhood

“Not an Addict” by K’s Choice

“Crazy” by Gnarls Barkley

“Stay With Me” by Sam Smith

“The Sound of Silence” by Simon & Garfunkel

“Bullet With Butterfly Wings” by The Smashing Pumpkins

“Crawl” by Kings of Leon

“Right Turn” by Alice in Chains

“Radioactive” by Imagine Dragons

“Alive” by Pearl Jam

“I Found” by Amber Run

“Let You Down” by Seether
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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)

 

War & Peace Series:

This is War, Baby (Book 1)—BANNED (only sold on K Webster’s website)

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)

 

2 Lovers Series:

Text 2 Lovers (Book 1)

Hate 2 Lovers (Book 2)

Thieves 2 Lovers (Book 3)

 

Alpha & Omega Duet:

Alpha & Omega (Book 1)

Omega & Love (Book 2)

 

Pretty Stolen Dolls Series:

Pretty Stolen Dolls (Book 1)

Pretty Lost Dolls (Book 2)

Pretty New Doll (Book 3)

Pretty Broken Dolls (Book 4)

 

Taboo Treats:

Bad Bad Bad

Easton

Crybaby

 

Standalone Novels:

Apartment 2B

Love and Law

Moth to a Flame

Erased

The Road Back to Us

Surviving Harley

Give Me Yesterday

Running Free

Dirty Ugly Toy

Zeke’s Eden

Sweet Jayne

Untimely You

Mad Sea

Whispers and the Roars

Schooled by a Senior

B-Sides and Rarities

Blue Hill Blood by Elizabeth Gray

Notice

The Wild—BANNED (only sold on K Webster’s website)

The Day She Cried
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Thank you to my husband. You’re my rock. Always. I love you.

 

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 my betas who read this story. Elizabeth Clinton, Ella Stewart, Misty Walker, Shannon Miller, Amy Bosica, Brooklyn Miller, Robin Martin, Amy Simms, Jessica Viteri, Amanda Söderlund, and Tammy McGowan, you all helped make this story even better. Your feedback and early reading is important to this entire process and I can’t thank you enough.

 

Also, a big thank you to Ella Stewart for being such a good friend and reading this story as it went along. You’re too good to me!

 

A giant thank you to Misty Walker for helping me shape this story into one I was aiming for and encouraging me each day. You’re a star!

 

Thank you so much to Jillian Ruize for not only reading this book early and helping me proofread it for any last-minute errors, but also for suggesting I put your dog in this book. Harvey Benjamin is such a sweet, lovable big baby doggie. He was a perfect “based on a real character” dog for Rome. Tell HB I said he gets extra treats this week for his part in my book. Love ya, girl and your little (giant) dog too!

 

Thank you so much, Nikki Ash, for reading this at the last minute to look for any lingering errors. You’re amazing!

 

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 with Lawrence Editing, thank you so much for editing my book. You did such a great job of tearing it apart and helping me put it back together again. You’re amazing!

 

Thank you Stacey Blake with Champagne Formats for being super fab as always when formatting my books and in general. I love you! I love you! I love you!

 

A big thanks to my PR gal, Nicole Blanchard. You are fabulous at what you do and keep me on track! I love ya, girl.

 

Lastly but certainly not least of all, thank you to all of the wonderful readers out there that 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 of dozens of romance books in many different genres including contemporary romance, historical romance, paranormal romance, dark romance, romantic suspense, taboo romance, and erotic romance. When not spending time with her hilarious and handsome husband and two adorable children, she’s active on social media connecting with her readers.

 

Her other passions besides writing include reading and graphic design. K can always be found in front of her computer chasing her next idea and taking action. She looks forward to the day when she will see one of her titles on the big screen.

 

Join K Webster’s newsletter to receive a couple of updates a month on new releases and exclusive content. To join, all you need to do is go here.

 

Facebook

Blog

Twitter

Email

Goodreads

Instagram

images/00031.jpeg
epilogue





images/00030.jpeg
chapter
twenty-three





images/00033.jpeg
books by

K WEBSTER





images/00032.jpeg
playlist





images/00035.jpeg
about author
K WEBSTER





images/00034.jpeg
acknowledgements





cover.jpeg
- % o -y P
"
E e, N
o RS,
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

K WEBSTER





images/00028.jpeg
chapter
twenty-one





images/00027.jpeg
chapter
twenty





images/00029.jpeg
chapter
twenty-two





images/00020.jpeg
chapter
fourteen





images/00022.jpeg
chapter
sixteen





images/00021.jpeg
chapter
fifteen





images/00024.jpeg





images/00023.jpeg
chapter
seventeen





images/00026.jpeg
chapter
nineteen





images/00025.jpeg
chapter
eighteen





images/00017.jpeg
chapter
eleven





images/00016.jpeg
chapter
ten





images/00019.jpeg
chapter
thirteen





images/00018.jpeg
chapter
twelve





images/00011.jpeg
chapter
five





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg
chapter
seven





images/00012.jpeg
chapter
S1X





images/00015.jpeg
chapter
nine





images/00014.jpeg
chapter
eight





images/00002.jpeg
dedication





images/00001.jpeg
the
day
she
cried

A

K WEBSTER





images/00004.jpeg
prologue





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg
chapter
one





images/00008.jpeg
chapter
three





images/00007.jpeg
chapter
two





images/00009.jpeg
chapter
four





