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    Welcome to the crazy world of Caroline and Susanne, sisters, authors, loons. If you’re new to our books then woohoooo we’re so excited to have you here and would love for you to join our tribe on Facebook too!! And if you’ve travelled through our book worlds before then, well, shhhh don’t tell the newbies that we’re gonna rip their hearts out and eat them raw. I mean there will definitely be some fun times along the way and if all goes well, you’ll defo get a HEA. Things ALWAYS go well in our books, right guys? Yup. So enjoy this book, we have literally poured a piece of our soul into it and a few tears too. It’s the best intro to this story we could possibly give you and we really hope you fall in love with Rogue and her boys just as much as we have. 
 
      
 
    This novella is set ten years before The Harlequin Crew Series and book 1 will be releasing this November 2020 – you can preorder Sinners’ Playground now right here!!! 
 
      
 
    P.S. 
 
    If you didn’t think we could manage a cliffhanger on a novella, oh-ho! think again. We’ve softened the blow with a special gift at the end of the book though, so take a deep breath, pull up your big girl panties, and step into your new dark paradise, Sunset Cove…
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    Maverick: 
 
    Hey, baby girl, you wanna come be naughty with me? 
 
      
 
    My heart leapt as I read that message, a blush rising in my cheeks as I chewed on my bottom lip and rolled over in my bunk while I typed out my reply. 
 
      
 
    Rogue: 
 
    Baby girl? Seriously? You start calling me that then I'm gonna start calling you big daddy. 
 
      
 
    Maverick: 
 
    I can get onboard with that 
 
      
 
    Rogue: 
 
    Sugar puff, then 
 
      
 
    Maverick: 
 
    How about stud like in those old movies? 
 
      
 
    Rogue: 
 
    I'll give you stud muffin, but I'll go no further (the muffin is because of your fluffy centre) 
 
      
 
    Maverick: 
 
    There's nothing fluffy about me, beautiful. Now, are you gonna let me get you into trouble today or am I gonna have to come drag you out of your pretty flowery bedroom? 
 
      
 
    I shuddered at the mention of this horror show I lived in, glancing up at the frilly flowery shit that was all over the room I shared with three other girls in this so-called home. Apparently the woman who ran this place, Mary Beth, thought that girls liked flowers and boys liked cars – even though she only housed teenagers. What a freaking psychopath. If this was the best the state could afford then they really needed to think about upping taxes. 
 
      
 
    Rogue: 
 
    Of course I'm coming. Give me five minutes to escape the dragon. 
 
      
 
    I shoved my shitty brick of a cell phone into the back pocket of my denim shorts and scrambled upright, ignoring the way the springs squealed as I moved. 
 
    "If you sneak out with those boys again, I'm gonna tell Mary Beth," Rosie warned from the bunk below mine, her prissy little attitude begging for a good slap. 
 
    I reached up to the shelf above my bed, grabbed the flick knife I kept there, an elastic for my long, dark hair and finally snagged myself the chocolate bar I'd hidden behind a few books. 
 
    I jumped out of my bunk and landed on the threadbare carpet, ignoring the two mousy girls in the bunk opposite mine as they sensibly averted their eyes then I flicked my knife out and pointed it at Rosie. 
 
    "What did I tell you the last time you threatened to turn me over to that old witch?" I growled, pointing my knife at the shabby teddy bear she slept with.  
 
    "If I get you in trouble with Mary Beth then you'll cut off teddy's head and feed it to me," she breathed, clutching the thing and looking at me like I was a monster. "But I think you're full of baloney and-" 
 
    I snatched the bear and held the blade to its throat. "One more word and we'll see if I'm full of shit or not. Now. Are you going to be telling tales?" 
 
    Rosie shook her head in horrified silence and I tossed the bear back at her with a roll of my eyes.  
 
    "You're fifteen, Rosie. Maybe it's time you grow the fuck up and find some friends of your own to go running with. Because I'm getting seriously tired of this jealousy shit." 
 
    I pocketed my knife and quickly pulled on my black boots - I was pretty sure the things were actually old military boots and I freaking loved them. They were my best thrift shop find to date and I was quite happy to never wear any shoes but them ever again. I looked like a badass about to go stomp some zombie heads in – or possibly like an idiot wearing boots in the summer but I didn’t give a shit because they were the coolest thing I owned. 
 
    I eased the door open, glancing out into the dark hallway. It was five past nine but Mary Beth was a total nazi for early bedtimes because she liked to sit and get stoned while watching old re-runs of Sex and the City. She liked to think of herself as a total Miranda, whatever the fuck that meant. I didn't know why the rest of us had to suffer for that. I was perfectly happy to rock up here at some time past midnight every night, fall asleep and then fuck off again the moment I woke up. But apparently she liked to play pretend at looking after the kids in her care when it came to certain things and the nine o'clock lights out wasn't negotiable. Not that I ever hung around long after making a show of heading to bed, but still. 
 
    I crept down the hallway, hopped over the squeaky floorboards and opened the door which led to the closest boys' room without bothering to knock. They knew the drill by now. 
 
    "Hey, Rogue, big night tonight?" Clive asked hopefully and I gave him a dismissive glance.  
 
    The dude was a year older than me and you'd think being seventeen would mean he'd have a bit more of a clue about how to sort his own life out. Apparently he'd just decided he wanted a piece of mine instead though. He was one of those kids who got an early growth spurt but instead of embracing it he’d adopted a hunch and his dirty blonde hair was always falling in his eyes and making me wanna get the kitchen scissors on it. 
 
    "Sure," I replied vaguely. 
 
    "Mind if I join?" he asked predictably. The guy was a level five clinger with no shame. 
 
    "Not a chance in hell," I replied which was actually pretty polite for once because he was seriously getting on my last nerve. 
 
    "Can you grab some jelly beans if you see them somewhere?" Jake asked me, shifting aside and pushing the window open for me while ignoring my interaction with Clive.  
 
    "I got you," I assured him. I'd just steal some somewhere and if I couldn't tonight then I'd do it tomorrow. It was the price of my freedom and their silence and I was happy to pay it. Jake would beat the shit out of any of the other guys if they didn't go along with the arrangement so this way, we all got to win. Well, me and Jake did anyway. 
 
    "I'll just tag along," Clive insisted.  
 
    I huffed irritably but just ignored him. Maverick would have his bike anyway so Clive could follow me down the road if he liked but he wouldn't be coming any further than that.  
 
    I squeezed out of the little window and onto the top of the porch outside before tiptoeing along the creaky wooden roof while hugging the wall all the way to the apple tree at the far end of it. 
 
    Clive was still trying to get out of the window when I reached the tree and jumped for the familiar branch before swinging to the one below it and then letting go, dropping to the grass with a solid thump. 
 
    The air was still balmy from the hot day and my boots may have been a bit warm, but they were cool as fuck so I didn't care. 
 
    I hurried out onto the street, taking the sidewalk past the few houses down this way and hurrying my pace as I came up on my neighbour Axel's house. The guy was a serious perv and it felt like running the gauntlet every time I passed his porch where he liked to sit and drink whenever he wasn't working. And working was a loose term really as he was a member of the Harlequin Crew and I was pretty sure his day job included drug running and beating people up. Whatever else he was, that fact alone made him untouchable and kinda terrifying, so mostly I just tried to avoid him noticing me. 
 
    "Looking good, sweet thing," Axel called as I drew closer to his house and I looked up to find him leaning over the railing which lined his porch, smoking a joint as standard and smirking at me in a way that made my skin crawl. His hair was a badly dyed shitty brown and slicked sideways to hide his bald spot and he had a ton of shitty old tattoos on every piece of exposed skin which had bled and faded since he’d gotten them done. His eyes slid down to my bare legs in a way that made me wish for pants and he licked his lips as he took the joint from his mouth. 
 
    "Hi, Mr Phillips," I said, hunching my shoulders and trying to appear younger than I was. He never used to look at me like that before I got boobs. 
 
    I upped my pace, but of course he didn't take the hint. 
 
    "You out with Luther's boy tonight?" he called. 
 
    Luther Harlequin was the leader of their gang and the reason people in this town went to bed afraid of their own shadow at night. He also happened to be Fox's dad and Maverick's adopted dad which meant I was also loosely associated with his crew. But like, seriously loosely. I ran with my boys and none of us associated with the actual gang. Still, Axel seemed to think that made us...friends? I didn't know and I didn't fucking want to. He was like forty something and a total creep. 
 
    "Yeah," I replied, making it to the edge of his porch and spotting Maverick's bike parked up beneath the streetlight at the far end of the road. 
 
    "Well, keep it tight, sugar plum. Maybe I'll see you on your way home and you can come in for a beer?" Axel suggested like that wasn't weird as fuck and I just shrugged. 
 
    "See you later," I muttered, breaking into a jog as I set my gaze on Maverick and tried to forget about the creeper king. 
 
    Rick was leaning against the seat of his black motorcycle, his arms folded over his broad chest and a grin on his face that he was trying to hide in an attempt to look cool. He did that a lot recently, like smiling was going to be outlawed soon and he needed to try and lock it down. 
 
    I upped my pace as I ran at him and his grin broke free of its restraint as he stood up and opened his arms to me. 
 
    I leapt into them, wrapping my legs around his waist as he lifted me up, using the position to scrub my hands through his perfectly styled hair and fuck it up good and proper. 
 
    "Stop it, Rogue, you fucking asshole," he cursed, switching his grip on me to try and drag me off again and I laughed as he wrestled with me and my weight made the two of us fall over. 
 
    Maverick took the brunt of the hit, landing on his back in the road and I punched him in the chest, laughing wildly and leaping to my feet as he tried to catch me. The shitbag would have me in a headlock before I knew it if I didn't escape fast. 
 
    I hopped onto his bike, started the engine and grinned at him as I pointed at the seat behind me. 
 
    "I'm driving tonight, hop on Tonto," I said as he got to his feet and dusted off the ass of his black jeans. 
 
    "No chance in hell," he growled, stalking over and holding his fist out to me while he tried to fix his black hair with the other hand. 
 
    "Oh, come on, Rick, I don't have a bike or a car or anything. Give a girl a break." 
 
    "No." He nudged me with his fist and I groaned as I held mine out too, bouncing it in time with his and settling on paper as I revealed a flat hand. 
 
    Maverick went with scissors of course and laughed his ass off. 
 
    "How do you win every damn time?" I growled. 
 
    "Get in the bitch seat and let's go," he commanded as he grabbed my hips and dragged me backwards so that there was room for him to take the spot in front of me. 
 
    "Hey guys!" Clive called as he jogged over like he'd been invited or something. "Where are we heading?" 
 
    "I tell you what, dude," Maverick said, a cruel little smirk tugging at his lips. "If you can keep up with us then feel free to join." 
 
    He climbed onto the bike and I dutifully wrapped my arms around his waist as I scooted closer to him. 
 
    Clive called out some protest as Maverick revved the engine, pouring smoke over him like a douchebag before dropping the clutch and the bike tore away down the street with the two of us laughing like assholes. I would have felt bad if it had been absolutely anyone else, but that guy just couldn't take a hint. Me and my boys didn't need anyone else and we sure as fuck didn't want anyone either. It was the five of us against the world and that was how it was always going to be. 
 
    We sped through the familiar streets of Sunset Cove, taking the road that curved around the cliff and into the upper quarter where the rich folk liked to spend way too much money on shit that wasn't worth it and pretend that the lower quarter where the people like us lived didn't even exist. 
 
    I turned my head towards the sea as I looked out over the water where the full moon was peeking out between the clouds and shining off of the waves where they raced towards the golden sand. 
 
    I tipped my head back as I enjoyed the ride, tugging the chocolate bar from my back pocket and tearing it open with my teeth before taking a big bite. I reached around Maverick and pressed a chunk between his lips too, snatching my fingers back as he bit them playfully. 
 
    Maverick finally pulled up beside some fancy new hotel that had just gotten a fresh white paint job and had a sign out front saying it was opening next week. 
 
    "Here we are, beautiful," he announced as he cut the engine, all cocky swagger and smouldering looks that made my heart beat harder than the ride had.  
 
    Shit, he was getting really nice to look at these days, and I wasn't the only girl who had noticed either. Last week Eloise Rochester had been all over him when we were surfing and I'd had to punch her in the eye to remind her that the boys were mine. She'd told me that I was a deluded bitch and that none of them were my boyfriends, which may have been true, but it still didn't mean she could come and start hanging around with us. 
 
    Rick offered me his hand and pulled me off of the bike before shoving me aside to ruin the sweet gesture so that he could lift the saddle and pull a couple of cans of spray paint out of the storage compartment. 
 
    "So you saw this beautifully fresh white wall and thought, do I know a delinquent girl who might enjoy ruining it? And then landed right on me?" I teased. 
 
    "Damn straight I did," he agreed. "Pink or orange?" 
 
    "Pink is really more your colour," I said, winking at him as I snagged the orange and he shrugged as he turned to look up at the wall. "Are the other guys meeting us here?" I asked, wondering if we should wait for them to show before we started. 
 
    "Err, nah, I just thought of this kinda last minute. Fox had something with his dad tonight and you know he can't say no to Luther anyway. And...to be honest, I just didn't invite JJ and Chase." Maverick didn't look at me while he said that and I frowned but then shrugged it off. It wasn't like we always had to hang out in a group, we just usually did. 
 
    "Okay," I said, turning my attention to the wall and trying to decide where to begin. 
 
    Maverick ran a hand through his hair to try and fix it again and I smiled wickedly as I shook my can up and then proceeded to spray paint a mermaid onto the wall with jumbo boobs and a fish kissing her ass while she made out with a shark. It was pretty freaking beautiful. 
 
    Maverick went for a skull with a cock in its mouth and I snorted a laugh at the masterpiece. I finished off my shark tail and then swung my arm out, aiming to give Rick a nice orange hairdo but he caught onto me at the last second and ducked aside, making me paint his shirt instead. 
 
    I burst out laughing a second before he lunged at me, spraying pink everywhere while I tried to run for it. 
 
    "Stop!' I shrieked, half choking on the fumes as I blindly sprayed revenge orange in his direction and his deep laughter filled the air. 
 
    "Hey! You kids! What the hell are you doing?" a man shouted and I gasped in alarm as Maverick released me and we spotted a cop hanging out of his car window to get a look at us. 
 
    "Oh fuck," I breathed, rooted to the spot but Maverick was faster to react, grabbing my hand and dragging me towards his bike. 
 
    "Come on, beautiful, we gotta run," he urged, tossing his can and making me move as the cop yelled after us to stop. 
 
    I leapt onto the back of the bike, dropping my own can of paint as Maverick started her up, loosing the throttle and aiming for an alley beyond the hotel as I clung on tight. 
 
    "Stop!" the cop bellowed, blue and red lights flashing as he turned on the siren and a laugh tore from my lips as Maverick raced away down the alley. 
 
    "Holy shit," I gasped as he sped on faster and faster, navigating back alleys in the dark from memory alone, swinging left and right before bursting back out onto the street. 
 
    The cop was far behind now, but I could still see his lights when I looked over my shoulder and I yelled out for Rick to ride faster as he turned off of the main road and headed down a side alley again. He kept his lights off to make it harder for the cop to keep track of us, but that meant we could hardly see down in the dark alleyways. 
 
    This one cut behind a row of stores and ejected us on another street where he turned right and sped away from the town towards the forest and one of our favourite hang outs. 
 
    I squeezed him tight, grinning as we left the police in our dust and my hair whipped out behind us in its high ponytail.  
 
    Maverick finally slowed down as we came up on the Rosewood Manor, cutting the engine and getting off the bike as we approached the drive. 
 
    The old dear who lived here was like a hundred and fifty so she never even noticed us sneaking onto her property and we never left much sign that we'd been here either. But we were always careful to stay fairly quiet just in case. 
 
    I hopped off and Maverick wheeled the bike into the trees to the side of the drive, leading the way down the well worn path around the edge of the property.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder as a flash of red and blue caught my attention and I hissed at Maverick to hurry up as he quickly hid his bike behind a large oak tree. 
 
    I ducked down as the cop car turned onto the road and Rick dropped down beside me half a second later, taking my hand as we hid in the bushes and waited for it to pass on by. 
 
    My heart was pounding so fast that I could hear it thrashing against my eardrums, a shaky breath passing between my lips as I watched the car roll past. 
 
    When it moved on down the street and turned out of sight again I turned to look at Maverick, finding his dark eyes on me instead of the road, the look in them making my pulse skip as I bit down on my bottom lip. 
 
    "I think they're gone," I whispered. 
 
    "Yeah," he agreed, but neither of us moved for another moment. 
 
    The sound of a coyote howling in the distance drew my gaze away from his and Maverick stood, tugging me after him as we approached the gap in the fence which we'd used a hundred times before and slipped inside. 
 
    He didn't let go of me as he led me onto the Rosewood land, drawing me along with him as we headed for the summer house that we'd all claimed as our own a long time ago.  
 
    The little wooden building sat beside the pool and we slipped inside, glancing at the distant manor house where a single light glowed in a downstairs window as usual. I was pretty fond of the old woman who lived there – she was arguably the only adult in my life who actually gave a shit about me. Four years ago Miss Mabel had caught me and Chase sleeping in this summer house one night when his dad had been knocking him about and instead of kicking us out or calling the cops, she’d invited us up to the house, given us both a cup of hot cocoa and told us we were welcome to come whenever we liked so long as we were willing to do a few jobs for her. She’d even turned on the electricity for the summer house so we had lights out there whenever we came over. Last year we'd chased off a bunch of assholes who tried to egg her house on Halloween and gave them a good kicking for it too. I liked to know we were looking out for her, even though she didn't know about that specifically. Sometimes if we came up here during the day, we’d help her out with work in the yard and chat to her on her porch. She didn’t really have anyone which was something I could seriously relate to because aside from my boys, there wasn’t a single fucker in this world who gave a shit about me. And maybe in some small way our visits meant she was less alone, even on the nights we didn’t even go up to the house. 
 
    Miss Mabel had even gone one better than letting us hang out in her summer house and giving us sugary snacks whenever we swung by – she’d given us access to another building on her grounds. Right around the back of the property, the manor had a graveyard which included several family crypts dating back to the very first Rosewood to own this land.  
 
    Before his death, Daniel Rosewood had built the first crypt alongside a hidden treasury with a stone door which had five locks on it – one for each of his sons so that they could only come and claim the family fortune as a unit, keeping the family united. Over the years since, the treasure that had supposedly been kept in there had been taken out and the Rosewood heirs had handed their keys down when they died until only Mabel Rosewood was left to inherit them. The crypt was empty and derelict now and the five keys had been sitting in a drawer in her dining room, but after getting to know us, she’d gifted us one each so that we could use it how we wanted.  
 
    Mostly, we used it to store shit we stole that was too hot to pawn right away. But we’d also taken to hiding other things down there over the years, weapons and secrets and things that could be wielded against us or those we knew. All of it stashed away in case a day came when we might need to use them. There was something about there having been five keys that had always felt like fate to me, like they’d been destined to be ours. And even though the boys liked to laugh about that, I knew they coveted theirs too. The first thing I’d done after getting mine was hang it from a leather thong which I wore around my neck and I never took it off. 
 
    We moved inside and Rick pulled the summer house door closed behind us as I headed into the shadows before he switched the lights on. The place was cosy enough with little couches and a table, some playing cards and sodas left here for whenever we showed up. Miss Mable often left snacks out for us too because she was a freaking superstar. 
 
    I glanced down at my black shirt and cursed as I spotted the bright pink and orange paint coating it. 
 
    "Mary Beth is gonna have a fucking fit when she finds this in the wash," I groaned. 
 
    "I think it looks pretty cool," Maverick protested. "But we can't go back out there covered in paint while the cops are still hunting. Maybe Chase has left some of his shit here again. Then I can take the painty clothes back to mine and give them back to you once they’re clean and your evil step mother will never find out." 
 
    "Foster carer," I growled. "That bitch is no kind of mother to me." 
 
    "Mmm." Rick tugged his own paint covered shirt off and tossed it to the ground before starting to rummage through the stuff piled in the corner of the room. 
 
    "What the fuck is that?" I gasped, striding towards him as I spotted a black mark curving over his shoulder. 
 
    "What?" Maverick asked innocently. But innocent didn't sit right on him. Never had, never would. 
 
    I grabbed his arm and made him stand up and turn back to face me. He had a shirt in his hand which looked like it belonged to Chase, but my attention was fixed on the big ass tattoo he had scrawled over the entire left side of his chest. 
 
    "Come on, before the cops show up," Rick teased, ignoring the way I was staring at his new ink and grabbing the hem of my shirt before yanking it off of me.  
 
    I was so focused on the big ass tattoo he'd apparently gotten that I didn't even fight him and I shrieked in alarm a moment too late to stop him, throwing my arms around my chest as I found myself standing in front of him entirely topless. 
 
    "Shit," Rick breathed as he just kind of stared at me and my mouth opened and closed like a fucking fish as I cursed the world for the fact that I wasn't wearing a damn bra. But my stupid boobs kept growing and Mary Beth wouldn't give me my freaking clothing allowance until the end of the month so I'd just been making do, clearly not expecting my friends to tear my fucking clothes off of me. 
 
    "Do you just go around ripping people's clothes off all the damn time as well as getting secret tattoos?" I demanded as I tried to decide if I should grab for the clean shirt or just continue to shield my nipples until a hole opened up in the ground and swallowed me.  
 
    I was blushing, like burn the whole goddamn house down blushing, and Rick kinda looked like he was blushing a bit too but neither of us seemed to know how to proceed. 
 
    "Why the fuck aren't you wearing a bra?" was the choice he made and I scowled at him. 
 
    "I didn't know I had to run my underwear choices by you, asshole," I snarled. "You didn't see anything. Right?" 
 
    "Err, I kinda saw everything. And I hate to break it to you beautiful, but you've got really nice tits and I'm not going to be able to forget them. Ever. Like on the day I die, I will probably have a flashback to this moment and be like, damn-" 
 
    "I hate you," I growled. 
 
    "Alright, alright, I'll make it fair," he said, raising his hands in surrender as I narrowed my eyes on him. 
 
    Maverick grinned at me in a way that always meant trouble, kicked his shoes off, unbuckled his belt and dropped his jeans, boxers, the whole freaking lot before stepping out of them and just standing there butt naked. 
 
    My mouth fell open as I found myself face to face with his dick and I couldn't actually force myself to look away from it. 
 
    "It's kinda rude if you don't say anything," Rick teased and my mouth snapped shut as I tried to think of something to say. 
 
    "Are they always that big?" I asked because how the fuck was one of those supposed to fit inside me?? Or not me specifically. But someone. Or no, me…I mean, me was better than someone else anyway so it would have to be me. Maybe.   
 
    Rick grinned way too widely at that question and shrugged. "Well, like I said, beautiful, you've got really nice tits and I can't say I've really seen all that many in person so..." 
 
    "Right. Yeah. Umm..." I was looking at it again and maybe it was rude but we were friends and perhaps that meant it didn't matter. Right? Except I was kinda feeling weirdly hot and I was almost certain that if I wanted to stop being rude, I should stop shielding my tits from him but I wasn't quite as confident in my body as Maverick apparently was. 
 
    "I mean, I'd like to think it's also big generally, not just because it's hard," he said and I about died. 
 
    "When the fuck did you get a tattoo?" I tossed back, forcing him to change the subject, my gaze lifting to the tribal design sprawling across half of his chest which he definitely hadn't had the last time we'd gone surfing.  
 
    "I wanted to surprise you guys once it was healed. But it's pretty much there now. I convinced one of Luther's guys to give it to me when he was drunk last week." 
 
    "So you got some drunk drug pusher to mark your body for life like a fucking crazy person?" I summarised and he cracked a grin. 
 
    "Are you jealous?"  
 
    "Fuck yes. Get him to give me one next. Plus I'm pissed at you because you swore we'd get our first together." I pouted at him and he pushed his tongue into his cheek as he took a step closer to me. 
 
    "I'm sorry," he said, giving me that false innocent look again and reaching out to touch my arm, his fingers trailing down my skin slowly and making me shiver. "We can have another first together instead." 
 
    "Like what?" I asked but my voice came out kinda rough and the look Maverick gave me made me think he might mean something a whole lot bigger of a deal than some dumb tattoos. 
 
    Maverick seemed to realise that we shouldn't really be joking about that and dropped the smirk.  
 
    "You do know all four of us are in love with you, right?" he murmured, his hand shifting to my cheek. "One day you'll have to choose between us." 
 
    "I won't," I disagreed, shaking my head because the mere suggestion of that was unthinkable. Me and the boys would be together forever, it was written into our souls. I couldn't pick between them any more than I could pick between stars in the sky. "All of us belong together. I wouldn't do that." 
 
    "You will," he said, a sad smile touching his lips as he pulled his hand back again and I didn't know if I wanted him to keep away or touch me more. "And that will be the end of it all. This little bubble of perfect we're living in dashed to pieces by that choice." 
 
    "I love all of you," I said more firmly. 
 
    "Yeah," he agreed. "But one day I think you'll love one of us more than the others. And I'm kinda hoping it'll be me." 
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    I winced at the sound of my dad shouting at my momma downstairs and pushed to my feet, kicking on my worn sneakers.  
 
    The thing I'd learned from being my dad's kid was that being too small to fight back meant you'd better get good at running fast. I'd filled out more this last year than I had in the past five and shot up half a foot too. Now I looked my dad in the eye, but I still couldn't pack a punch like he could. 
 
    "He's a lazy piece of shit, just like you," my dad slurred.  
 
    It was late, and he was drunk. Didn't make a whole lot of difference whether it was eight pm or eight am. He was always drinking and when he wasn't drinking, he was either sleeping or crying.  
 
    Things hadn't been so bad when I was younger before he got laid off work. Me and Momma would spend time together, play on the beach and build castles in the sand. We didn't do that so much anymore. Now that he was home all the time, he got jealous if she spoke to me more than him. I didn't know what he expected me to do. I was her kid, not her fucking boyfriend. But my dad didn't like it when the attention wasn't all on him and his depression.  
 
    We barely scraped by on the occasional jobs Dad took down at the harbour and he refused to let Momma work even though she was far more able than he was. I didn't need his charity anymore though. I got by stealing, taking what I needed to fill my belly and Momma's too whenever I could. But I could never risk bringing food home when he was here. He took it as a fucking insult upon his manhood. But if he was such a man, maybe he should have provided for his damn family. 
 
    I grabbed a bag, stuffing some clothes in it along with my phone and keys before pushing out the door and creeping quietly onto the landing. My gut clenched as Dad's voice filled the house once more, his dominating aura seeping everywhere, right down to the peeling wallpaper. 
 
    "He's a good for nothin', worthless cunt," Dad growled and my spine straightened, hate inching through my blood. "I shoulda punched you in the stomach to rid us of that burden livin' upstairs, leechin' off of us. We were happy before he came along.” 
 
    "Just leave him alone, Michael," Momma urged, a quaver of fear in her voice.  
 
    I loved her for those words, but sometimes I hated her for how little she really stood up to him. She talked a good game about loving me, but when it came down to it, she never physically tried to stop him. Once upon a time, I'd begged her to leave him until my throat was raw, even considered running myself. But then I thought of abandoning her to him and I just...couldn't. So I comforted myself with the fact that one day I'd be big enough and strong enough to take him on myself. And one day he'd regret not killing me when he had the chance. 
 
    I crept downstairs quietly, praying for the shadows to cling to me and keep me hidden. The house was small, just an old wooden house on the shittiest corner of town. Everything in this place creaked, but I knew where to place my feet to remain silent as I moved, I'd adapted to my environment like the street dogs in town had adapted to theirs. The ones who survived built a pack of their own. And so had I. 
 
    "Boy!" my dad's booming voice made my heart crush like it was held in his fist. I paused on the stairs, holding my breath. "Get down here!" he hollered. 
 
    I ran, leaping down the final few steps and racing into the kitchen. I made it to the back door, yanking it open and sprinting down the steps into our overgrown garden. I rounded the house, grabbing my bike as I fumbled to unlock the gate. 
 
    My dad's strong hands latched around my shoulders, wheeling me around and throwing me to the ground. My heart lurched into my throat as I tried to scramble away but his fist slammed into my cheek, making my head ring from the impact as the back of it hit the ground. Dad hauled me back inside while I fought to get his hands off of me and he dragged me to my feet in our shitty little kitchen which smelled of lemons since Momma had tried to cover the scent of the mould crawling across the ceiling. 
 
    Dad shoved me back against the refrigerator and Momma screamed somewhere to my right. I stared at my dad with my upper lip peeled back; his thinning grey hair was overgrown just like his beard and his eyes were bloodshot from the PBR he'd drunk. Always the same. The cans of Pabst Blue Ribbon were scattered around the house like confetti and it looked like my dad's demons were ready to party. 
 
    "You wanna run from me, boy?" he spat, his muscles bunching as he wrapped a hand around my throat. I wanted to shove and hit him, but fear was making me freeze up. As much as I longed to be bigger and stronger, to destroy this monster who tormented me and my momma, I was always reduced to this frightened fucking kid when he had me in his grip. The older I got, the more brutal his blows became, the more I feared he might just go too far and see through on his threats to get rid of me. "You're not man enough to face me," he growled. "You're weak. Pathetic." 
 
    "Michael!" Momma wailed. "Let him go. He's just a boy." 
 
    "You hear that, Chase?" Dad growled. "Your momma says you're just a boy, that still true? 'Cause you're gettin' taller every day and I see that look in your eye..." 
 
    I shoved him with a shout of effort, but his fist slammed into my gut and took the wind out of me. 
 
    "You think you're a man now, huh? Show me what a man you are then," he laughed coldly. 
 
    "Let go of me," I snarled through my teeth, gripping his wrist as his fingers tightened around my throat.  
 
    He shoved me to the floor at my momma's feet and I cursed as I stared up at his dark silhouette, the exposed bulb hanging behind him meaning his face was cast in shadow.  
 
    "You're not mine," he hissed, the same old shit coming out of his mouth as usual. "He's not mine, Amber, is he? Look at him, he's a weak piece of shit. Who was it then? Who fucking was it?!"  
 
    I pushed myself to my feet as he stalked towards my momma, placing myself between them as I glared at him. My heart beat erratically and sweat was breaking out on my brow, but I wouldn't let him hurt her. Not this time. 
 
    "Get outta my way, you little cunt," he snapped and a tremor ran through me, but I didn't move. 
 
    "It's alright baby, it's alright," Momma cooed and for a second I thought she was talking to me before she hurried toward my dad, clutching his arm with one hand while cupping his cheek with the other. It cut deep seeing her run to him like that. Like he was right and we were in the wrong. "I'd never betray you. He's your boy. And he's a good boy." 
 
    Dad grunted, but didn't push her away, his eyes trailing down her body with a possessive, toxic kind of desire. My upper lip peeled back and my hands started to shake. 
 
    "Come on baby, come upstairs with me," Momma urged him, pulling him by the hand and guiding him past me.  
 
    I clenched my teeth, blinking back tears as I stared after them and she threw me a look that said go. 
 
    My throat burned and everything inside me hurt far more than any of the bruises left on my flesh ever could. Sometimes I really did wanna run and never look back. Maybe she'd be better off here without me. Maybe I really was the cause of all their problems. 
 
    I released a heavy breath and forced myself to keep my head as I shoved out the back door, hurried around the house and unlocked the gate. I started riding down the road, peddling faster and faster as I worked to put as much distance between myself and that fucking house as I possibly could. 
 
    Fuck him. Fuck that deadbeat asshole who dared to call himself my father. He was nothing. Fucking nothing. 
 
    I longed to see my friends. The four people who were my real family. Fox, JJ, Maverick and Rogue. Especially Rogue. She was everything. She had always been everything. The centre of our world here in Sunset Cove. I just wanted the sun to rise and to spend the whole day on the beach with her and the others tomorrow. But I had hours to kill before then and I wasn't going back home tonight. So I raced down the quiet roads, past hookers on the streets, the scent of weed and bad deeds on the air as I took off into the night. 
 
    I started climbing the hill towards Rosewood Manor where the old lady lived on her sprawling estate. The place was a maze of trees and overgrown weeds and had become a little sanctuary we'd claimed for ourselves. She went to bed every night at ten pm sharp, but she didn’t mind us coming onto her property after she’d found me and Rogue sleeping in her summer house like hobos. She seemed to like us being here to be honest and I was always up for the snacks she gave out. Maybe she was kind, or as dumb as a brick, or maybe she liked seeing life outside her lonely little existence in that big old house. Whatever the reason, it sure as shit benefited us. And I was grateful to her, especially on nights like this when I seriously needed somewhere to disappear to. I’d make sure to pop by and mow her lawn again this weekend. 
 
    I turned off of the road up the quiet track that led through the trees, the hoot of an owl calling out somewhere above me. I followed the outer fence and circled the property until I reached the gap in it, dismounting from my bike and parking it up behind a large tree. A smile pulled at my mouth as I found Maverick's motorcycle there already too.  
 
    I squeezed through the gap where a bar was missing in the fence which I'd once been able to slip through so easily, but now it took a little more effort. On the other side, I followed the track through the weeds, jogging into the darkened trees before heading up to the old summer house. Mrs Rosewood never used this place anymore. It sat on the edge of an empty swimming pool that had algae growing up the sides of it and an inch of rainwater at the bottom.  
 
    The lights were on inside the little building and I grinned as I hurried forward to find Maverick, the relief of escaping my dad and being able to hang out with my friend making this whole shitty night seem miles better already. 
 
    But I fell still before I got there, my heart thumping unevenly as I frowned at what I was witnessing through the window. Maverick had his back to me, standing completely naked. My heart squeezed and I shook my head at the sight of Rogue standing just beyond him with her top off, her breasts exposed, her dark hair tumbling messily all over her shoulders. Her expression was full of something I knew well, because I'd felt it for her a thousand times. Lust. 
 
    And it hit me with the force of a fucking car crash what I was seeing. 
 
    She wanted Maverick. She'd chosen Maverick. After all these years. After me, Fox, JJ and him had all pined after her and she'd refused to see it. Refused to fucking acknowledge it. And here she was, making the choice we'd hope she'd all make for us. But now she was making it for him. For him. 
 
    I backed up until I couldn't see them anymore then pressed my back to a tree and dragged in air as I tried to breathe. But my lungs weren't working and my heart was breaking, falling to pieces like shards of glass as it pierced everything inside me. I'd wanted her before I could even remember I wanted her. She'd been my girl. But she'd been their girl too. I'd been able to accept that when we were younger, it had made things tense now we were older, but it had never affected our loyalty to one another. I'd wanted her to choose me almost as much as I hadn't wanted her to choose me. Because if she had, I would have been responsible for fracturing our entire group. And now that was what was happening. She was choosing Maverick. Offering her body to him. Letting him touch her in all the ways I'd hungered to. 
 
    My head spun and I felt sick, but most of all I felt angry. Rage filled me to the brim until I could sense my father's blood pounding in my veins, and taste some of the fury he'd spewed for so many years. I was blinded by the hurt and I didn't know what I'd do with it. Didn't know how to deal with it.  
 
    I started running toward the fence, squeezing through the gap and grabbing my bike, fighting the urge to kick Maverick's motorcycle to the ground and break it like I wanted to break him in that moment. He was my friend, how could he do this? How could he claim her? 
 
    The truth spoke as a cold voice in the back of my head and I knew I couldn't hate him for this. Because I would have done the same if she'd chosen me. I would have claimed her and kept her as mine for the rest of eternity if she'd wanted me. But she didn't. She'd discarded me. But even now I knew the truth, I wasn't prepared to let go of her. I wanted to fight until my last breath for her. 
 
    Maybe my father had been right. Maybe I was nothing. Maybe she'd seen that too. 
 
    I soared down the hill, having nowhere to go. No home I wanted to return to. I couldn't call JJ or Fox. I couldn't tell them what I'd seen. I wouldn't be responsible for breaking their hearts. That was on Rogue and Maverick now. This clearly wasn’t the first time they’d gotten together like that. You didn’t go from nothing to screwing in one night so there must have been more, stolen kisses, secret meetings – was this why she hadn’t come to meet me in the arcade last week when she said Mary Beth had almost caught her trying to sneak out? Was that a lie? And what about when Maverick had said his bike broke down the week before that? I didn’t think anything of it in the moment, but had the breadcrumbs been there this entire time? Were they just lying to our faces every damn day, hoping we wouldn’t find out? Well if that was how they wanted to play it, if they wanted to keep this as some dirty little secret between them, then fine.  
 
    I made it to the beach, throwing my bike down in the sand as I stalked off to delve into the shadows under the pier. Where the newly awoken monster in me wanted to dwell. And where the darkness could feast on my broken heart. 
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    Following our way too lengthy, way too naked conversation, I had done the somewhat mortifying and yet seemingly fair thing and flashed Maverick my tits one more time. I gave him a couple of minutes to stare the way I’d been staring while I blushed so savagely that I was certain I must have looked like a beetroot then I snatched the clean t-shirt he'd found amongst Chase's stuff and dragged it on to cover myself up again. It had a skeleton riding a motorcycle on it which had been Chase's go-to look since he'd outgrown the Power Rangers. I however refused to outgrow the Power Rangers ever and Maverick got a look at my Green Ranger panties when I was forced to ditch my paint covered shorts too. I had no shame either. Green Ranger for life. And anyone who didn't agree was wrong. Fact. 
 
    Luckily, Chase was going through a stage where he thought it looked cool to wear shirts like three sizes too big for him so the thing fit me like a dress - a dress my ass was hanging out of a bit, but so long as my tits were covered I was cool with it. Mostly. At this point I was just going to call it a win. 
 
    Maverick had also stolen a shirt and had thankfully put his dick away. Not that the mental image would be leaving me any time soon. I mean, I'd watched some stuff online and seen photos of dicks before but shit, I did not realise they were so big and intimidating. I also hadn't realised how much Rick clearly liked his because apparently he thought that us flashing each other was a great thing and he had subsequently offered to show me his cock again about sixteen times while we hung out and waited for the cops to be gone for good.  
 
    It was probably a good thing that there were no beers stashed in the summer house because a bit of me kinda wanted to see it again. But I was pretty sure admitting that would be like saying I wanted to do something else with it and the thought of that terrified me. And excited me. And terrified me again.  
 
    Wow, cocks were scary - good to know. I was probably going to have to work on that at some point, but maybe I'd ease into it with like kissing and hands and stuff... And maybe not with one of my boys. Although the alternative seemed much worse. Strange dick sounded even fucking scarier.  
 
    Fuck that. I was good waiting a bit longer to enter the cock minefield. If I could believe the things half the guys said in the group home, the damn things were basically primed to explode at any given moment anyway and I really wasn't ready to deal with that. Probably. But I was thinking about Maverick's quite a lot now so there was that.  
 
    We headed back through the streets and I didn't even bother trying to make Rick let me drive this time. I was tired and somewhat dick blinded and was happy to just wrap my arms around his waist and close my eyes as he wound through the familiar streets and took me home. 
 
    When we arrived at the end of the street where Mary Beth's foster home sat, Rick pulled up and let me off. He couldn't drop me to the door because the old witch would hear the bike and come out screaming bloody murder. Then she'd put me on lockdown for weeks on end and make it really fucking difficult for me to enjoy my damn life. 
 
    "I'll walk you to the door if you wanna flash me again?" Rick teased and I cursed at him, reaching out to ruffle his fancy hair again while he was holding the bike up and couldn't stop me. 
 
    "You'll pay for that tomorrow, asshole," he warned, giving me a dangerous smile that made my stomach knot. 
 
    "I'll just tell Fox you flashed your cock at me and he'll beat your head in for me," I replied and he laughed. 
 
    "Nah. I can take out Foxy boy." 
 
    "I don't think so," I teased, knowing how much it would piss him off. Fox was pretty much the leader of our group but Rick always butted against that idea. "Not when Chase and JJ join in to help him." 
 
    Rick rolled his eyes and shook his head at me. "Let them try. Catch you later, beautiful." 
 
    I watched him ride off with a smirk playing around my lips, waiting for the sound of his motorcycle to fade into the distance as reality came sinking back in and I knew I was going to have to go back to my stupid shared flowery room and be woken up by Rosie snoring all night long. Christ, I couldn't wait until we were all eighteen and we could go rent some place of our own. Chase could escape his toxic family and JJ wouldn't have to listen to his mom screwing random guys all night long. I didn't know if Fox and Rick would come too but even if they stayed with Luther, they would practically live at ours. We were all too tight to stay apart. 
 
    I dragged my feet as I headed up the sidewalk towards the building inaccurately known as home, cutting a glance at Axel's house and releasing a sigh as I saw the lights were off on the porch. I didn't need another awkward invite for beers to fend off from the weirdo, thank you very much.  
 
    My cell phone was in my hand thanks to my lack of pockets and I seriously wanted to text JJ and ask to crash at his tonight. But my skateboard was in my room and his house was on the other side of town so the trip over would be a bitch and it was already past midnight. I should have thought to ask Rick to drop me there but fuck it, Rosie's snores would have to do. 
 
    I headed on towards the group home, spotting movement by the trees to the side of it and pausing for a moment as I wondered whether or not Clive might still be waiting around for me to come back. I was starting to think I might have to give him a clearer message like a black eye or a dick kick to make him fuck off in a more permanent way. The dude needed to stop trying so damn hard and find his own friends. The Harlequin boys were mine and I had no interest in sharing. 
 
    I opened my mouth to call out to him, but before a sound could leave my lips, a sweaty hand landed over my mouth and I was hauled off of my feet as I was dragged back against a large body. 
 
    I screamed against the hand, kicking and thrashing as fear spilled through my veins like lava and my cell phone fell from my hand to clatter down on the sidewalk as I tried to claw at whoever the fuck was holding me captive. 
 
    "I knew you were almost ripe, sweet thing," Axel purred in my ear, his hot breath washing against my neck as he dragged me backwards, around his house and into his yard. 
 
    I screamed louder but the sound was muffled by his fleshy hand and he chuckled darkly. Like my attempt amused him or was getting him off and that was even more terrifying. This guy was a fully fledged member of the Harlequin Crew. They were killers, every last one of them and I knew he had a reputation for being one of the most formidable members of their gang. And I was just some girl with combat boots and someone else's shirt on. 
 
    "Come on now, I let your boy give you your first ride. I was sweet about not taking your innocence away," Axel said as I continued to thrash and fight, but he was so much stronger than me and with my arms clamped to my sides and my feet held off of the ground there was no way for me to strike at him with any real force. 
 
    I bit down on his hand just as he dragged me through the back door to his house and my scream burst loose as he yanked his hand away with a curse. 
 
    "Stop that," he snapped, whirling me around and throwing me down face first over his kitchen side. "God gave you a pussy for a reason. Now you've learned what it's for, it's time to spread the love." 
 
    I kicked out behind me blindly, catching his knee with my heavy boot and managing to haul myself up and away from him as he reared back. 
 
    "I haven't," I gasped, scrambling away from him. "I'm a virgin. My clothes just got dirty - I'm just a kid. I-" 
 
    "Well, you've had plenty of time to figure it out. I've been more than patient," Axel said, licking his lips as he advanced on me again, gripping the bulge in his pants and making me want to puke. 
 
    I turned and ran for it, aiming for the front of the house as I screamed again, hoping someone at the home might hear me and come to help. But this house stood alone at the end of the street, we weren't that close to it and people knew not to help anyone out in Sunset Cove. If someone started screaming here you pretended you couldn't hear them just like no one ever admitted to hearing gunshots. But I had to try. 
 
    Axel chased after me, gripping my ponytail and yanking me back so hard that I fell crashing to the ground, my shirt riding up over my hips and making him groan as he looked at my fucking Power Ranger panties.  
 
    I cursed the fact that I'd forgotten my knife in my shorts back at the summer house as I scrambled back on my elbows, hunting for anything that I could use for a weapon as he advanced on me again. 
 
    My hand closed around an empty beer bottle on the floor as he reached down and caught my ankle and I swung it at his head. The damn thing didn't even break, it just bounced off of his thick skull with a dull thunk and he snatched it from me before launching it across the room. 
 
    I kicked him again but he barely even grunted, picking me up and carrying me over to the coffee table before the fire where he threw me down on my back and pain exploded up my spine. 
 
    I was so fixed on trying to reach for something to use to fight him off that I hardly even noticed him forcing his hips between my thighs as he reared over me. But as his hand grabbed at my panties and ripped them aside, I screamed unlike I ever had in my entire life. 
 
    He moved over me, unfastening his fly and I launched myself at him, my forehead colliding with his nose as I swung my head forward and spilled his blood over both of us. 
 
    Axel reared back with a cry of pain and I lunged towards the fire, grabbing hold of the poker and swinging it towards him as hard as I fucking could with a roar of rage and terror. 
 
    There was a sickening crack as it connected with his temple and his eyes went wide as his jaw fell slack, the metal embedded in his skull. 
 
    Axel fell forwards and I screamed again as his weight slammed down on top of me, but he wasn't moving anymore. 
 
    I cursed and kicked and shoved him off of me, scrambling to my feet and ripping the poker back out of his skull before swinging it down again and again making more blood fly before finally releasing it and staggering back against the bloodstained wall, shaking and crying.  
 
    The heavy silence that fell told me he was dead, but I didn't know what that meant. I didn't know what I was supposed to do about it. I couldn’t call the cops. No one in Sunset Cove ever called the cops if they knew what was good for them. Besides, Axel was a Harlequin. I couldn’t let anyone find out I’d just killed one of the members of the most bloodthirsty gangs in the entire state, I might as well sign my own execution notice. 
 
    I reached for my pocket before remembering it wasn't there, hunting for my cell phone on instinct to call my boys. They were who I needed. They'd know what to do. 
 
    I was trembling all over as adrenaline and shock coursed through me uncontrollably.  
 
    I scrambled back outside and hunted around for my cell phone, glancing at the houses down the street and thinking for a moment that I saw a shadow move by the group home again. 
 
    I dismissed it as my mind playing tricks on me and went back to my hunt, tasting blood as I realised my lip was busted and the pain of my injuries began to set in. 
 
    I spotted my cell phone on the sidewalk and moved to grab it, checking it wasn't broken before stumbling back to Axel's house as I tried to adjust my torn panties to cover me up better. 
 
    I was shaking so much that I could barely even open up my contacts as I stepped back into the house with the corpse of the man I'd just killed, the scent of weed and beer and blood hanging thickly in the air. 
 
    But I just needed my boys. 
 
    The Harlequin boys would fix it for me.  
 
    They always had my back. 
 
    They'd know what to do. 
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    I woke to my phone buzzing under my pillow and I pushed my hand beneath it, blinking awake and wondering if the guys were out at Sinners' Playground for the night. We hadn’t been up to the abandoned amusement park on the old pier for a few days, so I wouldn’t be surprised to find out one of them had decided to head up there. 
 
    I found Rogue's name staring at me with the little surfer girl emoji she'd added beside it and my heart thundered excitedly as I hit answer. 
 
    "Hey, hummingbird," I said, my voice rough from sleep. 
 
    "Fox," she gasped and I sat up instantly, certain she was crying and my mind slammed into overdrive.  
 
    "What's wrong?" I demanded, already pushing out of bed, tugging on the jeans I'd discarded on the floor. 
 
    "I didn't mean to - but then I did and - and, it all just happened so fast. And he was hurting me, I just-" 
 
    "Who was hurting you?" I growled, a fierce protectiveness coursing through me, possessing me.  
 
    I buckled my jeans with one hand and checked my truck keys were still in the pocket. Then I grabbed a black shirt out of the closet, pushed my feet into my boots and opened my balcony door. I didn’t know where she was, but I knew I was going there. 
 
    "My neighbour, that fucking creep Axel, the one who works for your dad," she sobbed. 
 
    My blood chilled as I stepped out into the balmy night air. "What did he do?" I growled, heat and rage and fear colliding together inside me. If he'd hurt her, touched her, I'd fucking destroy him. Wipe him from the face of the earth. I didn't know how, but I just would. I’d find a way.   
 
    "He dragged me into his house, then he tried to force me to - he tried to make me…he was on top of me and I couldn’t fight him off so I...I hit him with a poker. He's not moving, Fox. H-he's dead." 
 
    Ice slid through my veins and shock made my brain jar. I didn’t care that she'd killed some pervert, but I cared because that pervert was one of the Harlequins. My dad’s gang. My dad's guy. She was in serious trouble. For far more reasons than I could process in that split second of terror.  
 
    "I'm coming," I promised, clawing a hand through my blonde hair and shoving it back out of my face. "Are you still at his house?" 
 
    "Yes," she said shakily. 
 
    "Stay there. I'll be with you soon. Just breathe, Rogue. Just fucking breathe. You've done nothing wrong. And I won't let anything bad happen to you, you understand me?" 
 
    "Okay," she said heavily. "Thank you. And…" 
 
    “What is it?” I asked gently, trying to keep my tone level but it was really fucking hard. 
 
    “Can you bring me some clothes? There’s blood and…my panties are torn.” I could hear the embarrassment in her tone and I despised that as fury curled through my veins like hellfire. She had no fucking reason to feel that way. That bastard had done this. Had dared touch my Rogue. Touched her there. 
 
    “Listen to me, hummingbird. I’ll bring you everything you need, and don’t you feel uncomfortable about this, baby. I’m gonna make it right, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she breathed. “Just hurry.” 
 
    “I will. We’re all on our way.” 
 
    I hung up and returned to my room, grabbing a bag and shoving a shirt, a pair of sweats and some boxers into it. The sound of my brother Maverick's bike reached me and I hurried back onto the balcony just as he pulled along the drive. I swung my leg over the side of the balcony, my heart hammering as I climbed down and my boots hit the gravel. He pulled up beside the garage, frowning at my expression as he jumped off his bike and hurried towards me. 
 
    "What's going on?" he asked, his eyes searching mine as I opened the garage door. 
 
    "Rogue's in trouble, Rick," I hissed, jerking my head for him to follow me and he abandoned his bike as I ran down to fetch my truck, trying to keep my head and not spiral out of control.  
 
    "What's happened? I was just with her." Fear filled his deep voice and that set off another wave of fear in me in turn. Maverick didn’t get scared. Not for anything. But we'd handle this. We'd figure it out. I just had to get to her, make sure she was okay, make sure that fucking asshole hadn't hurt her. 
 
    I hurried over to a metal storage box at the side of the garage and pushed it open, taking out a tarp and a length of rope before running back to my truck, throwing them in the bed and climbing into the red Ford pick up. I checked that my gun was in the glove box then snapped it shut again as Maverick got in the passenger side. Dad always told me to carry it though I never usually took it out of the car unless we went shooting for practise.  
 
    I turned the headlights on, racing out of the garage and pressing the button on my dash to close it behind us. 
 
    "What the fuck has happened, Fox?" Maverick asked urgently, his dark eyes on me in my periphery. 
 
    I swallowed the hard lump in my throat, but it wouldn’t go away. "Rogue's been attacked. That creep Snake Eyes took her to his house and-" 
 
    "What?!" he bellowed as I turned street corners at speed, driving like a fucking maniac as I raced towards Axel’s house. 
 
    "She killed him," I told him quickly before he lost his head. "Call JJ and Chase." 
 
    He stared at me in shock for a moment then nodded stiffly, taking out his phone and ringing them one at a time. He explained what had happened in short, clipped sentences which I had no doubt was sending them into a fucking frenzy right about now. I heard JJ shouting down the line when Maverick cut him off and shoved his phone back into his pocket, breathing heavily. 
 
    "They're coming," he growled as I rounded onto Fellowship Street and accelerated toward Axel’s house.  
 
    If that bastard was still twitching, I had the feeling I was going to make sure he was firmly dead. I’d never killed before, never planned on it either. But he'd touched Rogue. My girl. 
 
    From the way Maverick was breathing and the strained silence between us, I had the feeling he was thinking the same thing. 
 
    I killed the headlights and circled around to the back of the asshole’s house, bumping along a dirt track and pulling the parking brake as we reached the back door.  
 
    Maverick jumped out before the truck had even stopped, running up to the back door and I was hot on his heels half a second later. 
 
    He hammered his fist on the door and it yanked open to reveal a pale faced Rogue in a bloody t-shirt. She lunged at Maverick, wrapping her arms around him and he fisted a hand in her long, brunette hair as he held her against him. 
 
    I stalked past them into the darkened house, hunting for the monster who'd dared lay a finger on her, needing to be sure he wasn’t still a problem. 
 
    Axel was lying in the lounge, a bloody poker firmly wedged in his head as blood pooled out around him. I went to a dark place inside me as I saw all of that blood, that death. But I wasn't afraid like I should have been. I was glad he was dead. Glad he'd felt pain before Rogue had ripped him from this world. Proud of my girl for showing him what happened to anyone who dared try and hurt one of our own. 
 
    I stalked back to Rogue and took her hand, drawing her away from Maverick. “Get the tarp,” I instructed him and he nodded, walking away as I guided Rogue deeper into the house.  
 
    She was shaking and I held her hand tighter as I sought out a bathroom and drew her into it, switching on the light. It was a small space with just a toilet and a sink, but it would do. I checked her over in the stark light, needing to be sure she wasn’t hurt. Her sapphire blue eyes were puffy and red, but I couldn’t see any other obvious signs of discomfort. The blood splattered over her face and shirt clearly wasn’t hers and I sighed in relief, taking a towel from beside the sink and wetting it. 
 
    She remained quiet as I worked to clean the blood from her face and hair before gently dabbing at her busted lip, a growl building in my throat. Then I took the clothes I’d brought for her from my bag and held them out to her. 
 
    “I’ll just-” I started, but she pulled off her shirt and dropped her torn panties, making my heart lurch at the sight of her naked body and I rapidly turned my back on her while she changed.  
 
    I blinked hard, trying not to think about what I’d just seen and rage blinded me as the bruises on her flesh were imprinted on my mind. I’d never felt anger like it, it was coiling through me like smoke, desperate for an outlet, but with the man responsible already dead, I didn’t know where to aim my fury. 
 
    When she was dressed, she caught my hand, turning me to face her again and I folded her in my arms, crushing her into my chest. I could lay my chin on her head now, though I hadn't always been tall enough for that. She fit against me better than she ever had and I never wanted to let her go. 
 
    "We're going to deal with this," I promised her. “I’ll always protect you.” 
 
    "I'm not sad he's dead," she whispered into my chest. 
 
    "Me neither," I growled and she pulled away from me, biting her lip with fear in her eyes and making it bleed again. 
 
    "We'll deal with it," I repeated, taking her chin and forcing her to look at me, to see the truth of those words in my gaze. I meant them right down to the depths of my soul. Nothing was going to happen to her because of this. Not on my watch. 
 
    She nodded, evidently believing me, though her hands were still shaking and I brought them to my lips to kiss her knuckles. She stilled under my touch and I lifted my eyes to hers, finding her looking at me in a way that I’d always hoped she’d look at me. Like she finally understood the way I felt about her and like maybe she felt it back.  
 
    “Rogue…” I murmured, my voice rough as my gaze slipped to her full lips for the briefest moment, tension coiling between us that I felt so powerfully, I had to believe she was feeling it too. 
 
    She moved a fraction closer to me, her head tilting the tiniest amount just before a loud bang and a curse came from Maverick as he slammed the back door behind him on his way back inside. 
 
    I glanced away and as I looked back to Rogue, the expression vanished from her features and I wondered if I was just deluding myself. I sure as hell couldn’t stand around mulling that over either way. 
 
    I kept hold of her hand and headed back into the hall and through to the lounge where Maverick was laying out the tarp like the sight of the body wasn’t the least bit disconcerting to him. 
 
    “Do we pull it out or leave it in?” I wondered aloud, pointing at the poker in the guy’s head. 
 
    Maverick strode over to him, gripped the end and yanked it out with a firm tug.  
 
    “Out,” he announced as Rogue let out a little gasp, but she didn’t take her eyes off of the dead guy. 
 
    “You don’t have to stay and watch,” I murmured to her and she pulled her hand free of mine. 
 
    “I’m staying,” she said resolutely. “I did this. I can face it.” 
 
    “It’s all of our doing now, beautiful,” Maverick said seriously and I nodded my agreement, our fates thoroughly decided. I had absolutely no hesitance about that either. Where Rogue was concerned, I’d battle through the nine circles of hell and face the devil himself without a single doubt in my mind.  
 
    Two sets of footsteps up the back steps announced JJ and Chase's arrival and they appeared with worried faces as they sought out Rogue beside me before sighs of relief left them. JJ's shirt was on backwards and Chase looked like he'd run a marathon, his curly brown hair blown back and his breaths coming heavily. 
 
    “Are you alright?” JJ asked Rogue, embracing her and she nodded, squeezing him tight as his dark gaze met mine over her shoulder. He was usually so happy and easy going, the first of our group to crack a joke or start the laughter, that seeing that fear and horror in his eyes made my gut lurch.  
 
    “What can we do?” Chase asked, his blue eyes cold as he took in the body while Maverick threw the poker onto the tarp. 
 
    "We need towels and bleach to clean up the blood," I directed them and they immediately fell into line, the two of them splitting up to search the house. 
 
    I moved to help Maverick as he gripped Axel’s shoulders and I grabbed his legs, nodding to my brother before we lifted him up and placed his body on the tarp. It was gross and all, but still my stomach didn’t churn. I guessed my dad’s blood really did run hot in my veins. 
 
    Chase appeared with some towels, immediately kneeling down to mop up the blood without a moment's hesitation, his features fixed in stern concentration. When JJ returned with some bleach, he gazed at the dead body with apprehension, his knuckles turning white around the bottle. He was the smallest of all of us still, though by no means did that apply to his balls. His growth spurt was waiting to happen whereas we’d all shot up this year. I could see the man in him ready to come out, but I still felt protective of him all the same and I wasn’t going to watch him get fucked up over this. 
 
    "Here." I took the bleach from him and he nodded to me in thanks then we all started cleaning. Rogue determinedly joined in even though I told her she didn’t have to, but there was a strength in her eyes that blazed and my heart settled a little at the sight of it. She wasn’t broken. Not even close. Nothing could break my hummingbird. 
 
    Every time a towel became saturated, we tossed it on top of the dead guy until every last drop was gone. Then I poured bleach fucking everywhere we’d been and used the final towel to scrub away the lasting imprint of blood on the floorboards. The acrid scent lingered in the air and my eyes burned as I worked to cover the evidence of Axel’s death with fumbling hands.  
 
    I had no fucking idea what I was doing, but I just kept moving forward, making sure there was no evidence that Rogue had killed this asshole. Her life was not going to be ruined over this. There was no fucking way I’d allow that to happen. 
 
    "Did he hurt you?" JJ asked Rogue. 
 
    "He tried to," she said, standing there in my black hoodie and sweatpants which were way too big on her and I was half aware that all of us were holding our breath and staring at her. "But he didn't manage it. Not before I..." She gestured to the body with a grimace, but not like she was disgusted by the blood, more that she was disgusted by the man who’d tried to hurt her. "I didn't mean to drag you all into this," she said, an apology shining in her eyes. 
 
    "We wouldn't be anywhere else, beautiful," Maverick said darkly, wiping his hands down his jeans and smearing blood across the denim. We’d have to dispose of our clothes after this, get rid of anything that could link us to this prick.  
 
    We can pull this off, I just need to keep my head. I can figure this out for Rogue. 
 
    I nodded to her and JJ held her tighter as Chase moved to start wrapping up the body. 
 
    "Nice night for disposing of a corpse," he said dryly as me and Maverick moved to help him, rolling Axel up tight in the tarp before binding the ends with rope. 
 
    The three of us wordlessly lifted him into our arms and JJ and Rogue hurried ahead of us as we followed them towards the back door. My pulse was jack-hammering in my throat as I gazed at the back of Rogue's head, determined to fix this for her. But how? Where were we going to take him? 
 
    Maverick seemed to be thinking along the same lines as me as he looked my way, the clouds shifting over the moon to highlight his face for a moment before darkness fell once more. I was glad of the cloud cover tonight at least. We were going to need it. 
 
    We tossed Axel in the back of my truck between our surfboards and I pulled the cover over the top of them all, concealing the entire bed.  
 
    Maverick moved to my side, lowering his voice as he muttered to me while the others climbed into the cab. 
 
    "The cliffs?" he said. "We could bury him." 
 
    "We'd need shovels." I shook my head. "How about the ocean?” 
 
    “But we need a boat,” he hissed. 
 
    "I've got a key to dad's speed boat." I took my car keys out, showing him the boat key on it and he smirked. 
 
    "Of course you do, Foxy. Let's go." He slapped his hand to my back and I nodded to him as he walked around to the passenger side of the truck while I climbed into the driver's seat.  
 
    Maverick opened the cab door and I frowned as I realised there weren’t enough seats. He usually took his motorcycle when we were heading anywhere together or sometimes everyone sat in the back when we didn't have the boards. But that wasn't exactly an option right now.  
 
    Rogue was on the far end of the bench, her fingers clasped with Chase's beside her who was staring at her with a look I simply couldn't place. 
 
    "Sit on my lap," Maverick told Rogue, stepping into the truck and lifting her up without giving her a choice.  
 
    We didn't exactly have a better idea right now so it would have to do. Her hand was tugged from Chase's as Maverick placed her on his lap and yanked the door shut behind him.  
 
    “Give her to me,” Chase growled, tugging her from Maverick’s lap into his and winding an arm around her waist. Maverick snarled like a damn pitbull and started pulling her back. 
 
    “Stop it,” she snapped, but they both still had a hold of her.  
 
    She pushed off of Chase’s lap, dropping onto JJ’s and his eyes widened in surprise as she wrapped her arms around his neck. JJ’s hand took her hand firmly and she leaned against him, resting her head on his shoulder.  
 
    A tug of jealously filled me over the fact that I couldn't be the one comforting her right now. But I had enough to focus on. I had to get us to the marina and somehow get a body onto dad's boat without being seen. It might have been late, but there was always life on these streets, no matter the time of day.  
 
    But I was the son of the most ruthless man in Sunset Cove, and though I had zero experience of dumping a body, that shit was in my genes. So I was damn well gonna figure it out. 
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    I leaned against JJ as I was crushed on top of him in Fox's truck, the scent of blood still clinging to me even after I'd washed it all off. I felt like I was going to need to bathe in bleach to ever feel clean of it again. Or more to the point, to feel like I’d cleaned the feeling of Axel’s hands off of my flesh. Not that I'd change what I'd done for a second. I didn't care that that bastard was dead. In fact, I was glad of it. I clearly wasn't the first girl he'd done that to and Mary Beth had been running that group home for fucking years with girls walking up and down that street every damn day. I was clearly just the latest in a long line of his victims. But what he should have realised about me was that I was no victim. Life had been trying to kick me in the ass since the day I was born. My mom gave me a freaking adjective for a name and the bad shit didn't stop coming my way from there on out. And I’d long since learned how to roll with the punches. 
 
    But that was cool. Because I had my boys now. And it didn't even matter what else I had to live through in this shit hole we called home because a bond like ours was unbreakable. Un-fucking-touchable. They were the kind of friends I could call up and tell I'd killed a guy and they just showed up and helped me fix it. If you had one friend that good in life then you were damn lucky and I had four. I was the luckiest bitch I knew. 
 
    I shifted in JJ's lap and he growled something that made the hairs along the back of my neck prickle as I turned to look into his eyes. He was so freaking pretty it was untrue. His mom was from South Korea originally and she'd told him his dad was Malaysian even though he'd never been on the scene and Christ that combo had created something really damn captivating to look at. He'd been the kind of kid who should have been on diaper commercials making shit catchers look cute and now he was growing into the kind of dude who girls couldn't take their eyes off of. Me included half the time. 
 
    JJ kept running his hand in small circles on my lower back and it felt stupidly good, like he was soothing my damn soul.  
 
    "I love you boys," I said, looking between the four of them and smiling as the panic of what I'd done finally subsided just a little.  
 
    "I love you too, hummingbird," Fox said instantly, looking over at me with a grin and then shooting a scowl at J which I was pretty sure I wasn't supposed to notice. 
 
    Maverick thumped him in the shoulder. "We all love you, beautiful," he said firmly. "And I'd kill that motherfucker again if you hadn't done such an awesome job of it. In fact, that really just makes me love you more. You’re a bloodthirsty badass and it’s hot as hell." 
 
    "Shut the fuck up, Rick," Chase growled, his eyes flashing and I was guessing he didn't like the fact that I'd been exposed to violence like that.  
 
    He kept looking at my busted lip like it actually caused him pain and I reached out to take his hand to try and reassure him that I was okay. He'd seen too much fucking violence in his life for anyone and I knew this had to be rough on him. All he ever wanted was to be able to protect his mom from the violence of his dad and now he had to face the fact that he hadn’t been able to protect someone else he loved from pain either. It wasn’t his job to look after me, but I loved that he wished he could. 
 
    Maverick elbowed Chase in response to the dig and Chase looked like he wanted to lay him out for it. Fox quickly piped up, telling them they needed to stop arguing or he’d pull over and start punching them, even though he was just joining in by saying that.  
 
    I rolled my eyes as they all started in on each other and JJ tugged me closer, murmuring in my ear so that no one else could hear over their stupid bickering. 
 
    "Are you alright, pretty girl? It's okay if you're not, you know.” 
 
    "I'm good now, J," I promised, snuggling into him more and closing my eyes for a moment.  
 
    This had been a long fucking day and we weren’t even close to done yet. I wished I could just curl up here in his arms and let the solid thump of his heartbeat lull me to sleep. Then maybe I’d wake up to realise this was all just some nightmare and I wasn’t a killer at all. 
 
    A flash of red and blue showed through my eyelids and I gasped as a siren whooped, jolting me out of my momentary reprieve as my heart leapt up into my mouth. 
 
    "Oh shit, we're all going to prison," Chase groaned. 
 
    "Pass me the gun," Rick hissed leaning over me and trying to fumble the glovebox open. 
 
    "Are you fucking insane?" I whisper-shouted back, slapping his hand away. 
 
    "Just stay cool, they can't know about the body," Fox growled impatiently.  
 
    "If I die, at least I'm going out with you in my arms, pretty girl," JJ murmured just for me and I didn't know whether that was supposed to flatter or terrify me, but as Fox pulled over, I went with terrify. 
 
    I looked out of the rear window with my pulse racing a mile a minute as the cop got out of his squad car and shone a flashlight our way. 
 
    Rick used my distraction to knock my hand aside, rip the glovebox open and snatch the gun, jamming it out of sight between him and Chase as the rest of us started hissing protests at him. 
 
    The cop rapped his knuckles against Fox's window and we all instantly shut up as he opened it for him and I glared daggers at Rick while Chase gripped his wrist to make sure he didn't get any dumb ideas about raising that fucking weapon. Sometimes I swear that boy thought he was more dangerous that Luther Harlequin himself and I worried about what the hell that meant for his future if he was going to pull stunts like this regularly. 
 
    "Evening boys," the cop said, leaning down to point his flashlight into the car while we all squinted back at it. "And little lady." 
 
    "Hey, err...were we doing something wrong or..." Fox just shrugged like he had no idea why he'd been pulled over and I'd never been so glad of that boy's poker face in all my life. 
 
    "How many seats you got in this truck, son?" the cop asked, running his flashlight back and forth over the five of us crammed into the three seats. 
 
    "Yeah. Sorry about that, we were just hanging out at the beach and lost track of time and I didn't want anyone walking home alone this late, so... I know it's not a good enough excuse, but we won't do it again." Fox offered up a bullshit winning smile and I chewed on my lip as my stomach writhed in fear. 
 
    "Hmm..." The cop leaned back and looked towards the rear of the truck where Axel's body was hidden within the tarp beside all of our surf boards. "Licence and registration?" 
 
    Fox shot all of us a warning look as he reached over us to grab the documents from the glovebox, pausing to give my knee a reassuring squeeze which sent a rush of warmth running beneath my skin and caused Maverick to grumble irritably. 
 
    He leaned back again, passing the fistful of papers out to the cop who turned his flashlight towards them as he checked them out. 
 
    "What you got back there?" he asked casually. 
 
    "Fishing rods," Chase said just as Fox said, "Surfboards," and my heart leapt with panic. 
 
    "Harlequin?" the cop asked, straightening up as he checked Fox's licence. "You Luther's boy?" 
 
    "Yes, sir," Fox agreed brightly and I swear the dude looked about ready to shit his pants. 
 
    "Well...err...we wouldn't want your friends walking home in the dark at this time of night, like you said. But it’s not safe for your girlfriend to be riding on your lap like that son,” he added, looking at JJ before turning his attention back to Fox. “So just don't do it again and have a nice night. Say hi to your pa for me...or don't. Whatever you like." The cop handed the paperwork back over and was gone before we'd even figured out what was happening. I guess it paid to be connected to the most notorious criminals in the city though, and we knew full well that half the cops were on the Harlequin payroll anyway. We probably should have thought of that sooner. 
 
    We stayed silent as he pulled around us and drove away and then we all burst out laughing and whooping and howling at once as Fox started the truck back up. 
 
    “I can’t believe that cop thought Rogue was your girl,” Rick scoffed, reaching over Chase to give JJ a shove. 
 
    “That’s because she is, aren’t you pretty girl?” Johnny James replied, looking smug as fuck as he squeezed me tight. 
 
    “You’re definitely the best of the bunch,” I agreed lightly and the others all broke out into protests. 
 
    “You change your favourite every damn day,” Fox grumbled. 
 
    “That’s because you’re all so damn irresistible it’s impossible to pick,” I teased. 
 
    “You sure about that, little one?” Chase asked, an edge to his tone. “You haven’t decided you like one of us best yet?” 
 
    “Don’t pout, Ace,” I said, reaching out to grab his chin. “You’ll be my favourite tomorrow.” 
 
    He arched an eyebrow at me like he wasn’t sure he believed that and I leaned over to kiss his cheek, making Rick and Fox complain loudly about why they weren’t the favourites and JJ tugged me back against him firmly. 
 
    I laughed at their dumb asses as the bickering started up in full force and we continued our drive down to the marina where Fox’s dad docked The Harlequin - his fancy speedboat which we were not allowed on under any circumstances and had therefore been out on more times than we could count. 
 
    We pulled up in the dark marina and Fox cut the engine before slipping out of the truck. I checked the time on the dash, seeing that it was past two and chewing my lip as I looked around to see if there was any sign of anyone else being out here. 
 
    A few floodlights lit up the boats from the end of the peers and the yard gates themselves were chained up and locked for the night, but this city didn't sleep so that meant nothing really. 
 
    Maverick and Chase followed Fox out and tossed the doors shut, leaving me alone with JJ for a minute.  
 
    "Are you okay, pretty girl?" he asked seriously, watching me as I looked around and I turned to him with a tight smile, twisting on his lap as he kept hold of me. 
 
    "I just don't want to be responsible for getting all of us into shit over this," I said, leaning forward to press my forehead to his for a moment and closing my eyes. "You guys are all that matter to me, J." 
 
    "We got you," he promised me. "And you're not the one who got us into this. That piece of shit who tried to lay his hands on you is. I never would have thought I'd be glad to hear one of my friends killed someone, but shit, Rogue, I'm so fucking relieved that you did." 
 
    His arms tightened around my waist as we stayed there a moment, sharing the same oxygen and so close that we almost could have been kissing and the moment that thought occurred to me, I could feel my cheeks heating. These boys were my life and soul. I only felt complete when I was with them.  
 
    The door was yanked open beside us and I looked around to find Fox there, one eyebrow raised as he gave JJ a flat look and J shifted a little uncomfortably beneath me. 
 
    "Rick's gone to shut the lights off for a couple of minutes so we can get him down to the boat without being lit up for everyone for miles around to see. You sure you wanna help out with this part, hummingbird? You can wait here if you'd rather not-" 
 
    "Stop acting like you're the one who killed him, Fox," I said firmly, moving out of JJ's lap and hopping out of the truck to stand before him, looking up at his ruffled blonde hair and realising he'd run to me straight from bed when I'd called without even fixing it. Which for him was pretty much unheard of these days. "I did it and I'm not sorry. But we need to fix this and I'm not going to be left on the side lines." 
 
    Fox's lips twitched with amusement. "Alright, alright, I'm just trying to be a gentleman about it." 
 
    "I don't think there is a way to be a gentleman about throwing a dead body in the ocean, so how about you channel some of your psycho daddy for me instead and we get this over with?" 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    Fox threw his arm around my shoulders and tugged me close as we walked around to the back of the truck where Chase was rolling the cover back so that we could see the tarp covered corpse waiting for disposal.  
 
    Fox pressed a kiss to the top of my head and then hopped up into the back of the truck, moving with Chase to grab the head end of the body. JJ walked around to stand with me, giving me a firm look before reaching out to grab Axel’s feet and I forced myself to help. 
 
    My skin crawled as I hooked my arms around Axel's legs and started heaving him out of the truck bed with the help of the others. I wasn't disgusted by the fact that I was touching a dead body - I was repulsed by the idea of touching him again. The sooner he was shark bait, the better. 
 
    Fox and Chase jumped down and the four of us started walking towards the locked gates, heaving the solid weight of the corpse between us and looking all around nervously just in case there was anyone out here. Nothing to see here – just four kids carrying a dead body on our way to steal a boat and dump it in the ocean. Totally normal for a Tuesday in Sunset Cove. 
 
    The lights suddenly went out and I gasped even though I'd been expecting it, taking a moment to adjust my eyes to the moonlight instead as we kept walking. Rick must have broken into the office where the power unit was to cover our asses and we needed to hurry in case someone noticed the blackout. 
 
    When we reached the gates, I released my hold on Axel and moved forward, rattling the chain that held them together and managing to force a gap between the two metal gates just big enough for us to squeeze through.  
 
    I ducked inside first and JJ followed before the two of us reached back through to tug on Axel's feet. 
 
    He was a big bastard and he got stuck several times as the four of us pushed and heaved but eventually we managed to yank him through so suddenly that I fell back onto my ass. 
 
    Chase was there a moment later, offering me a hand to help me up and I smiled at him as he drew me to my feet.  
 
    "What were you doing tonight?" he asked me in a low voice, keeping hold of my hand. He was the only one of the boys who had made any real progress with growing any kind of beard yet and he never shaved it fully clean anymore, leaving a rough edge of stubble on his jaw which made him look so much older than the boy I’d grown up with sometimes. "Before that piece of shit grabbed you. Why were you out, little one?" 
 
    I frowned at the odd question and shrugged my shoulders. "Me and Rick rode up to the upper quarter and spray painted the wall of some fancy new hotel." 
 
    "And that's it?" he asked, his brow furrowing.  
 
    "Pretty much...why?" 
 
    "No reason," he grunted before turning away from me abruptly and grabbing the corpse again. 
 
    He seemed a bit off tonight, but I wasn't sure if there was a reason for it beyond us disposing of a dead body. I didn't really have time to spare figuring it out though, so I grabbed hold of Axel's feet and helped lift him as we started moving down the wooden jetty in the dark. 
 
    Luther's boat was moored at the far end of the row of vessels and we hurried along, cringing at the sound of our footfalls disturbing the silence and hoping there wasn't anyone out here for the hundredth time. 
 
    Fox quickly jumped aboard as we reached the white speed boat, reaching back towards us so that we could get the body onboard and the rest of us hopped in the moment Axel's corpse fell to the floor.  
 
    The floodlights blared to life again a few moments later and Fox set about untying the boat so that we could leave as Maverick jogged around the jetty and headed over to join us. 
 
    Chase took a seat and I dropped down beside him, his arm wrapping around my waist automatically as I leaned in and he released a long breath. 
 
    "What's up?" I whispered, peering up at him and making him look around at me too. He had the kind of eyes I could get lost in, so much dark and anguish and pain in them but so much life and hope too. He’d had too much bad in his life and sometimes I felt like every smile I could tease from him was more valuable than anything else in the world. 
 
    His chocolate brown hair curled naturally and he’d let it grow out over the last few months – probably in part because he was poor as dirt like me and couldn’t afford to get it cut and his mom just hadn’t bothered helping him out recently – but I found I liked the look on him. I reached up to push a bit of it behind his ear as the wind tossed it across his face, frowning at the fresh bruise on his jaw. I wanted to ask about it but he hated us mentioning the injuries he got at home, so we never did unless he chose to bring it up. 
 
    For a moment it looked like he was going to spill but then the boat rocked violently as Maverick leapt onboard and he just shrugged, his gaze moving from me to Rick and narrowing slightly. 
 
    "Let's just get rid of this motherfucker," Chase muttered, closing the subject and shutting me out. I hated when he did that, but it almost always had to do with his dad, so I got it. 
 
    Maverick took the seat on my other side, grabbing my knees and twisting my legs around so that he could pull them over his lap instead of me having to try and stop my toes from touching Axel’s body.  
 
    I gave him a grateful smile and turned fully, laying back in Chase's lap so that I was half on top of both of them, but they never minded me crowding their space, so I liked to do it as often as possible. Maybe it was because I hadn’t gotten enough hugs as a kid or maybe it was just because I could never get enough of my boys. Either way, it felt as natural as breathing to be close to them so that was what I did. 
 
    JJ took a seat opposite us and Fox started up the boat, slowly manoeuvring us out of the marina to keep the engine noise to a minimum. 
 
    I turned my gaze up to the silvery moon far above us, watching it peek through the clouds as the boat bobbed and swayed beneath us while Chase slowly moved his fingers through my hair and Maverick painted circles around my ankle with his fingertips.  
 
    Once the boat upped its speed and we were racing out into the ocean with spray flying up around us, I finally began to relax. We could deal with this. It was gonna be okay. Me and my boys against the world. 
 
    Fox kept going until Sunset Cove was just a twinkle of lights on the horizon and then cut the engine, getting to his feet as the boat bobbed on the waves. 
 
    "Maybe we should have brought some chum to attract the sharks," JJ muttered as he stood too and I pushed myself upright in my seat. 
 
    "He's plenty bloody, the sharks will sniff him out anyway," Chase reasoned. 
 
    "We've gotta stick holes in him so he doesn't float," Maverick announced, getting to his feet and unwrapping the tarp. 
 
    "That doesn't sound right," I muttered, my nose wrinkling at the sight of the body as I sat up. 
 
    "It is, beautiful, trust me." Rick gave me a wide grin and then snatched the metal poker from within the bloody towels while I tried not to look at Axel's face which still looked kinda shocked in death. Like he couldn’t believe that some big bad gangster could be taken out by some nothing girl he just wanted to fuck and forget. Well fuck him for underestimating me and I seriously hoped he was burning in hell right about now. 
 
    "Don't," JJ protested, reaching out towards Rick with a disgusted look on his face as he raised the poker. 
 
    "You see this asshole's pants?" Rick snarled, pointing with his free hand. "You see how his fucking fly is undone? You do know what he wanted to do to our girl, don't you?" 
 
    JJ looked while I tried not to and Fox took my hand, squeezing it tight. 
 
    JJ leaned forward and snatched the poker from Maverick before driving it down into Axel's gut with a shout of anger. 
 
    Chase pushed to his feet and kicked the body next then suddenly all four of them were kicking and stomping and stabbing him with the poker as the boat bobbed and swayed beneath us from all of the movement. 
 
    "Enough," I shouted when it looked like they were about to lose their shit completely. "Throw him overboard and let's just all forget that motherfucker ever existed." 
 
    JJ looked me in the eye and tossed the bloody poker into the sea while Fox, Chase and Maverick wrapped the body in the tarp once more and then shoved him overboard. 
 
    We all watched in silence as he floated there for several achingly long moments and then the tarp tipped one way and the whole thing was swallowed by the waves.  
 
    I sighed in relief as I watched our secret sink to the bottom of the ocean and my boys all moved in close around me as the five of us drew strength from the unbreakable bond we all shared. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    [image: Logo  Description automatically generated] 
 
    "Bring all of the clothes you're wearing now and we'll burn them here tomorrow," Fox told us as we parked up at Sunset Beach. Chase and Rogue gasped, glaring at him. She was sitting on his lap this time and Maverick didn't look best pleased about that. 
 
    "Not the shoes," Rogue said firmly, looking down at her favourite combat boots. 
 
    "Some of us don't have an endless supply of clothes, bro," Chase growled. 
 
    Fox got that bossy look in his eyes that said he was going to go top dog on us. Then Maverick caught his gaze and shook his head and he sighed.  
 
    "Just bring everything you can afford to lose to the beach tomorrow evening for a bonfire," Fox said and we all nodded our agreement. “And at least try and wash what you’re keeping a few times.” 
 
    Maverick stepped out of the truck and we all followed him, but as Fox stepped out too, his phone started ringing. We all stilled, watching him closely, fearing what that phone call could mean. It was nearly three am, why the hell was someone calling him? 
 
    Fox looked down at the screen of his phone, his brows pulling tightly together. "It's my dad," he said, his jaw flexing. 
 
    "Answer it," Maverick urged as we all grouped around Rogue protectively.  
 
    I wasn't sure she even noticed how we all gravitated around her. Or realised how damn far we'd go for her. With the scent of bleach still clinging to me, I should have been more worried about what we'd done. But I'd figured out a long time ago that I'd walk to the ends of the earth for this girl. 
 
    "Hey Dad, what's up?" Fox asked and a second later the tension ran out of his shoulders. "Yeah, I'm with Maverick. We'll be home soon." He hung up and tucked his phone into his pocket. "Dad says The Dead Dogs are causing trouble in town. He wants me and Rick to go home in case the gangs start a fight on the streets." 
 
    Maverick cursed and Rogue sighed as she hugged him goodbye. He moved forward, clapping me and Chase on the shoulder. "Look after her," he growled in warning, but he knew we would. 
 
    We said goodbye to Fox then he hugged Rogue far longer than was necessary, murmuring something in her ear before finally releasing her. 
 
    "We’ll meet tomorrow," Fox promised before climbing back into his truck. "Stay at Sinners' Playground. Don't leave until the sun's up." 
 
    "Yes, boss," I mocked while Chase rolled his eyes. 
 
    They drove off and me and Chase walked on either side of Rogue as we headed towards the old pier we'd claimed as ours. Rogue was shivering so I wrapped my arm tight around her shoulders as the cool sea air whipped around us and she leaned into me. 
 
    We made it to the side of the pier where we'd carved hand holds into one of the support beams so we could get into the closed down amusement park. The large gates at the front of the pier were too tall and sharp to climb, but no one could keep us out of anywhere. Chase went first then Rogue went next and I soon followed, the three of us reaching the top and climbing up onto the pier.  
 
    Chase strode off ahead of us like he was hankering to put more bodies in the ground tonight and I sensed there was something more going on with him than what had just happened. By the fresh bruises on his face, it was pretty obvious what it was. His motherfucker of a dad had laid into him again.  
 
    Me and him often slept here or at Rosewood, trying to escape the shittiness of our homes. I was always out of the house when my mom had clients over. And as rent day was coming up, she seemed to have them there non stop lately. There was nothing worse than hearing your own mother making big hairy men groan and grunt a few doors away. I was pretty immune to the smut that came out of her mouth, but somehow, I never stopped being creeped out by the guys. Call it protectiveness, but I didn't like creeps coming into my home and fucking my mother. Guess I was unusual like that. 
 
    My arm brushed Rogue's and her fingers slid smoothly into mine as we walked towards the arcade. Chase lifted up the block of wood we'd used to wedge the door closed, opening it and heading inside with a glance back at Rogue like he was double checking she was still here. Still okay.  
 
    I wasn't feeling one hundred percent comfortable with what had gone down tonight. Not that I would have done anything differently. But seeing a dead body had rattled me. There was plenty of fucked up shit in Sunset Cove to witness every day. Bodies were one of the things I'd managed to go without making any contact with up until now. But that asshole had touched Rogue, and I damn well wasn't remorseful over his death. I just felt slightly off after throwing his ass into the ocean like a sack of shit. 
 
    We slipped into the arcade and I wedged the door shut again before we followed Chase around to the Pac-Man and Space Invaders machines where a nest of warm blankets were waiting between them.  
 
    "You're safe now, pretty girl," I murmured in Rogue's ear and she looked to me with a half smile. 
 
    "I know," she said lightly. 
 
    Chase kicked off his shoes and we mimicked him before crawling onto the blankets and sitting with our backs to the wall. Rogue was wedged between us and she took Chase's hand too, still shivering. I hooked up one of the blankets and pulled it over us and Rogue sighed, her head falling against my shoulder. 
 
    "That's better," she breathed and I had the urge to turn and kiss her head, but I held off. Because that shit was bordering on creepsville. 
 
    "You know what's weird?" Chase mused. "I don't feel weird. Like, if someone hurt you again, Rogue, or any of us, I'd happily drag them out to sea and feed them to the fishes." 
 
    "That's dark, bro," I pointed out with a laugh and Rogue laughed too. 
 
    "I just don't wanna think about it. It’s not even the death part, or the dumping him in the sea part that freaks me out, it’s just thinking about the way he touched me, what he was going to do to me..." Her upper lip curled back and I squeezed her hand firmly.  
 
    My throat was tight and there was a fire in me that burned on her behalf. It normally simmered low, but tonight it was roaring and urgent. I just couldn't shake the thoughts of how much worse this could have been. But I should have known Rogue could take care of herself. She could have seen off a sea storm blowing into the cove any day of the week. I just wished she hadn’t had to. 
 
    "What would take your mind off of it?" I asked her, realising she'd stopped shivering.  
 
    Chase took out a box of cigarettes and lit one up, taking a few drags before passing it to Rogue.  
 
    She looked to me, her lips twisting in thought before she took a toke. "Would you rather have tastebuds in your butt or tastebuds in your fingertips?" she asked and I burst out laughing the same moment Chase did.  
 
    We often played this game and we were always trying to outdo each other with how ridiculous we could make it. 
 
    "Well, do I have to eat through my butt or just taste everything that comes out of it?" I asked, snatching the cigarette from her. 
 
    "Valid question," Chase said with a snort. 
 
    "Why would you have to eat through your butt?" Rogue laughed and I freaking loved that sound. It was all throaty and sexy and full of life that she didn’t try to hide from. It was why I tried so damn hard to be funny, because I was addicted to hearing her laugh. 
 
    "Well why would there be tastebuds there otherwise?" I refuted and I grinned as she cracked up, releasing our hands so she could clutch her stomach. 
 
    "I vote fingertips," Chase decided as I passed the smoke over to him. 
 
    "Naw man, then you'd have to taste your junk every time you peed," I said. 
 
    "Well my junk is squeaky clean so maybe that's more of a you problem," he tossed back. 
 
    "What about when you touch a park bench or a shopping cart or a public toilet seat?" Rogue said, wrinkling her nose. "You'd basically be licking all of that people scum." 
 
    "I don't wanna taste my own shit though," Chase balked. 
 
    "Better than tasting other people's shit by accident," I said and we all fell apart again. 
 
    "Alright how about this one..." Chase said, puffing on the cigarette. "Would you rather have to shit yourself once a year in public or once a week in private?" 
 
    "Hmm, can I go to the next town over for my public shit?" Rogue asked. 
 
    "Nah that's cheating. It's gotta be in Sunset Cove," I pushed and she sighed dramatically. 
 
    "Fine, but I'll do it in the upper quarter in front of some fancy ass restaurant every time," she said with a smirk. "Just as those posh assholes are about to shove foie gras into their mouths, I'll pull my pants down and do a crap in the street." 
 
    "No one said you had to shit on the street," Chase laughed.  
 
    "I know, but if I'm shitting in public once a year, it might as well be worthwhile," she reasoned. 
 
    "They'll get to know you as Lady Dumpington who comes for her yearly shit outside the Le Petit Dauphin," I said and she giggled. 
 
    "That has a nice ring to it," she said. "So would you rather have no dick or five dicks?"  
 
    "Five dicks," me and Chase answered at the same time and Rogue barked a laugh.  
 
    "What would you pick?" I asked. 
 
    "Well, that depends. If I say no dick, can I keep my vag?" she asked. "Or will I be like a Ken Doll down there?" 
 
    "Definitely a Ken Doll, little one," Chase said, smirking as he stubbed the cigarette out on the Space Invaders machine and flicked the butt away. 
 
    "Well five dicks it is," she decided. "That's actually the perfect number because you can all help me satisfy myself. It'll be a bonding exercise." 
 
    I roared a laugh as she fell against me then nuzzled into Chase who smiled stupidly at her. 
 
    "Okay I've got another one," Rogue said. "Would you rather live forever but always be poor like we are now, or live a long normal life but be as rich as kings?" 
 
    Silence fell and the game suddenly took a serious turn. I glanced at Chase as he contemplated it and Rogue frowned as she thought on it too. We'd always fantasised about having money, buying this pier and doing it up, opening the amusement park again and living right on the beach in a big house we all built for ourselves. It wasn’t the same for Fox and Rick, the Harlequins were a big gang and Luther was loaded. It was one thing they could never fully understand about the three of us and a special, pathetic kind of bond that me, Chase and Rogue shared exclusively. If you hadn’t had to wear clothes with holes in them, wash in cold water or skip a few meals on a regular basis, it really wasn’t something you could understand.  
 
    "Live like kings," I decided. "We could have everything we ever dreamed of and fill a whole lifetime with all we could ever want." 
 
    "Yeah...me too. I could pay someone to kill my dad and set my mom up on a yacht," Chase said with a smirk, his tone only half joking. "What about you Rogue?" 
 
    A crease had formed on her brow. "I'd stay like this. Forever. With the four of you. I mean, I want the house and stuff, but I don't really care about the money. I just want to be here with my boys. Always." 
 
    My heart squeezed and my fingers itched to touch her. I wanted to say something reassuring like the fact that things wouldn't change. But deep down, I knew they would. I just hoped they'd change for the better. I really did plan on having my friends around me forever, but I also planned on me making it big somehow. Getting money and setting ourselves up. But we all knew our little bubble was going to pop eventually. Most likely when Rogue either decided she wanted one of us, or someone else. The idea of her picking anyone was painful, but someone outside of the group was unthinkable. I wanted to keep our bubble unpopped for as long as humanely possible. But time just kept slipping away. 
 
    "I'm gonna go grab those snacks we stashed behind the slot machines," Chase announced, pushing the blanket back and getting up.  
 
    He headed away and silence fell between us, the heat of Rogue's body calling to me on a primal level. I hated that puberty was being a royal dick to me lately. My friends were shooting up all around me, and though I was the same height as Rogue, I still felt like I was getting dwarfed by Maverick with his bulk, Fox with his height and Chase with his ever-thickening arms. The more I worked out, the skinnier I seemed to get. Though I was the only one of us who could claim to have abs because of it. So there was that. But I'd seen the way Rogue had started appreciating the guy's bodies when we went surfing. And she was growing too. In places I liked fantasising about way too fucking much. I swear we'd all noticed she'd got tits long before she had. 
 
    Rogue snuggled down under the blanket and tugged my hand to draw me with her, curling up with her knees brushing mine, our heads angled towards one another. 
 
    "Remember when we scared Chase shitless when we hid in the teacups that time?" she said. 
 
    I snorted a laugh as I nodded. We'd waited there for over an hour for him to arrive and jumped out, spraying whipped cream all over him. He'd punched me so hard in the nose, he'd almost fucking broken it. But it had been so worth it. We'd tried it on Maverick and Fox the next time and they'd just cocked their heads like they knew we'd been there the whole time. I swear they could telepathically communicate sometimes too. Maverick would just wiggle his eyebrows and Fox would twitch his nose and they'd know exactly what each other meant. They might not have been blood brothers, but their souls were connected in some way that I'd always admired.  
 
    We all had our ways with each other like that though, our own special friendships that were as deep as theirs. It had been like that for so many years, that I'd taken it for granted for way too long. Tonight had reminded me of how easily the world could end. One minute you were perving on underage girls and the next minute five kids were throwing you into the ocean as shark bait. Sucked balls for him.  
 
    But maybe that was karma or God or divine intervention or some shit. I'd once read a book where the characters had been slaves to the stars and the twinkly bastards just kept fucking with their fates again and again until their lives were destroyed. I hoped real life wasn't like that. I'd seen a lot of miserable shits in my time and I didn't wanna become one of them. Old people just seemed so unhappy all the time in this town. I was never gonna grow into someone who didn't have a smile on their face. No fucking chance. And if fate wanted to fuck me, then it had better bring a rubber and some lube, because I was going to at least make a good time of it. 
 
    "We should get him in the morning," I said. "Maybe I can find a spider to put on his face." 
 
    She giggled but then her eyes dimmed and she shook her head. "He's had a shit night. Did you see his bruises?" 
 
    "How could I miss them?" I muttered, my jaw tightening.  
 
    I hated his asshole dad. I'd offered to let Chase stay with me countless times, but my place wasn't exactly a sanctuary, though my mom didn't care who I had over. So long as he could put up with the sex noises and the crack smoke seeping through the walls, I always had an open door to him. But we usually ended up sleeping here instead. Because, you know, crack smoke and sex noises. 
 
    "I hate seeing him hurt," she whispered and I nodded my agreement. 
 
    "Just a couple more years and we'll all be free to do what we want," I said firmly. "We'll get jobs and shit and become respectable people." I snorted at my own joke and she chuckled. 
 
    "I don't ever want to be respectable. If you ever see me doing my taxes and wearing some ugly ass pant suit, shoot me in the head. Just a clean shot. No warning. It's already too late for me." 
 
    I breathed a laugh then reached out and brushed a lock of deep brown hair behind her ear before I could overthink it. "I couldn't kill you, Rogue." 
 
    "Not even a pant-suit wearing, tax-filing, ass-eating version of me?" she asked, her eyes dancing with light. 
 
    "Well you didn't mention the ass eating before. Is that literally or metaphorically?" I teased and she shivered as my fingers grazed down to her neck though I wasn't sure she even noticed it. 
 
    "Hmm, literally ass-eating my boring accountant husband." She mimed puking 
 
    "At least your sex life is lively," I said. "You sure you'll still want to die then?" 
 
    "Yeah, because there's only one love of my life." She beamed and my heart beat harder and harder. 
 
    "Oh yeah?" I breathed. "Who's that?"  
 
    I leaned closer to her, my tongue heavy as I gazed at her mouth, a crazy part of me wondering if maybe it was me she wanted. And after all that had happened tonight, I just wanted to get over my fucking fear and show her how I felt. I was so tired of craving her, watching her, never having her. I wanted to be brave like she had been. I wanted to prove I was as manly as any of my friends, and that in another year I'd be able to put all of them on their asses. And if I kissed her like a man then she'd know I was one. 
 
    I got closer, almost nose to nose while she grinned. 
 
    "The sea," she said but I couldn't remember what the question was that she was answering.  
 
    I just nodded, mumbling something that sounded like dolphins before figuring fuck it and just lunging at her, mouth half open, eyes sort of closed but not quite. My mouth hit blanket and I opened my eyes, fully in surprise, finding her yawning, her head dropped back onto the pillow and my whole body burned with shame. Did she just reject me? Or did she not notice? Oh god, what's worse? 
 
    "I'm exhausted," she said sleepily. "Where's Chase?" 
 
    "Um, snacks," I said dumbly, swiping a hand over my face, feeling like the world's biggest tool. Did she palm me off or what? I was fucking confused. And definitely not manly. 
 
    I flopped down beside her with a huff. Chase reappeared a moment later and I was kinda glad he hadn't shown up when I'd gone all mouth to blanket on the world. 
 
    He dropped down on Rogue's other side with his arms full of packets of chips, ripping into them as he started eating. I frowned, knowing he'd most likely missed dinner. I didn't even know how the guy had filled out so much when he was always missing meals. It was kind of infuriating, but then knowing the reason made me feel like a shit for thinking it. I could eat fifty bags of chips a day and I wouldn't put on a single pound. But yeah, not that having a shitty family who didn't feed you was worth that trade. At least my mom put dinner on the table every night, even if it was with a side of moaning orgasms in the next room, or sweaty, half naked men wandering through my kitchen.  
 
    Some of them actually tried to talk to me on occasion like they were trying to stepdad me or some shit. Mostly the regulars. One in particular had convinced himself he was in a relationship with my mom even when he had to say hi to the last guy who'd just been inside her on his way into the house.  
 
    I treated them all the same when they tried to make pleasantries, giving them the face that said you're-paying-to-fuck-my-mom-so-leave-the-cash-and-piss-off-back-to-creepsville. That worked on ninety percent of them. And to be honest, the talkers weren't the worst of it. There were the nasty fuckers who paid bigger bucks for 'special services'. Services that usually left bruises on my mom and made her walk funny after. I didn't like those guys. But if I said anything to Mom she just brushed it off like it was nothing. I couldn't imagine any kind of sex being nothing. It seemed like a whole world of something to me. But maybe that was just because I was still a virgin and didn't know a clitoris from an ovary. 
 
    Rogue curled up, moving back against me so her body nestled against mine and fuck that felt good. Chase was soon full and laid down on her other side, squashing her between us so all I could hear were their soft breaths and the sea crashing against the shore somewhere below us.  
 
    Despite my failed kiss attempt and this night being one hell of a mindfuck, I found peace with my friends. Two of the four people I cared most about in the world. And sleep stole me away to where all the possibilities of the future awaited me. Where I'd be big, strong, rich. And a man who'd be able to kiss Rogue right. 
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    I couldn't sleep. There was far too much shit running through my head for me to just crash. So I sat up and took another cigarette from the box, frowning at the sight of the final three I had in there. I'd been stealing smokes off of my momma since I could remember. But never Dad. I wasn't suicidal. Didn't matter if he was blind drunk or hanging out his ass, he knew how many he had right down to the tobacco leaf.  
 
    I pushed to my feet, sweeping my dark curls away from my face and glancing down at Rogue in JJ's arms. My heart ripped open at the seams and I found myself just staring, wondering what Maverick had that I didn't. I supposed the answer was pretty obvious when I thought about it. Maverick was Luther's prodigy, even if he wasn't meant to rule the Harlequins, it was clear he was being groomed to hold power in this town. I envied that on a deep fucking level. Him and Fox were destined to be something. Someone. The closest I was ever gonna get to a crown was mostly likely working at Burger King. Of course, I was well aware Luther had his eye on me and JJ too for his gang. I didn't like being told what to do, so the idea of being in a position where my friend's dad bossed me around rather than my own wasn’t exactly appealing, but I was willing to give it a shot. Because anything had to be better than living under Dad’s orders. I just wished there was a chance for me to do something important with my life too. Maybe in prison, now that I was an accessory to murder. Not that I was complaining. I might have been hurt by learning Rogue's real desires tonight when it came to all of us, but that didn't change how I felt about her. Even if she'd torn my heart from my chest with her fingernails, it would still belong to her. No matter how deeply she ever wronged me. 
 
    I headed through the arcade and opened the door, stepping outside into the balmy night air, dragging down a lungful of it before lighting up a smoke and sucking down some poison. I'd watched a nature doc once about a lion who'd ruled his pride, become a king among beasts. He'd been everything a lion could be, strong, ruthless, unshakeable. And then one day he'd pissed off the wrong buffalo, taken a horn to the gut and that was that. It was a reminder of how much of a bitch life really was. It didn't matter how strong you were, didn't matter if you were a king of your kind, fate could twist on you at any moment and it would be game over. So who cared if I smoked, or drank or jumped off the end of the pier whenever I felt like it? I was gonna suck every drop of goodness out of life, because one day I was gonna meet my own buffalo. And I was determined to have really lived before then. 
 
    I walked to my favourite spot on the pier, past the amusement rides to the very end where an old fortune teller machine stood. The creepy ass mannequin inside had paint flaking off its face and someone had carved a hairy dick into its forehead. Someone who may or may not have been me. We'd busted it open a long time ago, but left the fortune cards we'd found in there tucked into the slot at the front where they used to be dispensed. Whenever we came here, we each picked one out and tossed it into the ocean as a little fuck you to destiny. It had become a tradition of ours, but we were gonna run out of cards soon enough. There could only have been ten left by the looks of the pile. 
 
    I tucked the cigarette in the corner of my mouth, reaching for the top card and picking it up.  
 
    "What's it say?" Rogue's voice sounded behind me and I turned to her, arching a brow. 
 
    "Does it matter, little one?" I asked, my voice hardening as I tried not to think of her standing half naked in front of Maverick, offering him everything I could never have. But it was impossible. It was all I could think of. And my heart wouldn't quit with its breaking.  
 
    She shook her head. "Nope, but I always like to read them before they're tossed." She moved forward, snatching the smoke out of my mouth with a teasing grin before toking on it. 
 
    My gaze automatically moved to her tanned legs as she walked past me, climbing onto the wooden fence that overlooked the dark ocean. She’d clearly taken Fox’s sweatpants off at some point and it was seriously weird to see her wearing a pair of his boxers. The moonlight was filtering through the clouds, just highlighting the waves as they lapped beneath us. Somewhere out there was a dead guy because of us. And I hoped the fishes were picking his bones clean right about now, putting him right where he deserved back at the bottom of the food chain, just pond scum for the lowest creatures to munch on. 
 
    Smoke billowed out around Rogue in the wind and I moved to stand beside her, stepping up onto the bottom rung of the fence and it creaked under my weight. 
 
    "Read it out, Ace," she encouraged and I snatched my cigarette back from her before twisting the card over in my fingers. 
 
    "In the dark you'll meet, in the storm you'll wait, in the end you'll fly," I read it, rolling my eyes then flicking it out toward the ocean and it fluttered down into the water. 
 
    "I could write better fortunes than that shit," Rogue said, turning to grin at me. 
 
    "Go on then, write me a fortune," I urged, toking on my cigarette so the cherry lit up her beautiful face. And goddammit, it was such a beautiful face. I remembered when she'd been just a little girl with sandy feet and tie-dye dresses that were far too big for her. It was why I called her little one. She'd always been so fucking tiny. She was getting taller now, but I didn't think she'd ever be eye to eye with me.  
 
    "Alright, but I need to get a read on you." She shuffled closer then reached out, pressing her hand to my forehead and closing her eyes. "Ohmmm," she hummed dramatically and I snorted a laugh. "Shh, don't throw off my process - ohmmmm." 
 
    My eyes roamed over her face as her dark hair fluttered around her, caressing her cheeks like I so badly wanted to. But she was Rick's now, right? I'd seen what I'd seen. Nothing could change that. But her hands on me still made my heart pound and my breaths come heavier. I just wished...fuck, it didn't matter what I wished now I guessed. 
 
    "I see a crab in my mind's eye," she said in a deep voice as she did some weird ass impression of a man. Shit, I just couldn't help but grin. "I see this crab doing an enchanting dance for you that will be of great significance in your life."  
 
    She dropped her hand, opening her eyes slowly and pretending she was coming out of a trance. 
 
    "Where's this crab then, little one?" I played along. 
 
    She leapt off of the fence and dropped down into a squat, waving her hands and snapping her fingers together like pincers as she shuffled along sideways then back the other way. I fought a laugh for as long as I could, staring at this mad girl and trying not to love her. But it was impossible on both parts. My laughter filled the air and she snatched my hand, pulling me down beside her as she tried to get me to crab dance with her, bumping her hip against mine. 
 
    "Come on, Ace," she begged as I refused to join in, folding my arms as I finished up my cigarette. "I'm trying to forget what happened tonight and I need you to squat and crab dance with me." 
 
    "You're not gonna get me acting like a crab," I said, flicking my butt over the edge of the pier and pursing my lips at her. 
 
    "Too late for that, you've been Mr Crabs all night," she said, snapping her finger/pincers at me. 
 
    "I'm not Mr Crabs," I muttered, frowning. 
 
    She stood upright at last, moving forward and reaching up to smooth the crease out of my brow before trailing her fingers down to the bruise on my jaw. "Is this why?" 
 
    I tried to push down the lump in my throat as I shook my head stiffly. 
 
    "Then what?" she breathed, a V forming between her eyes. "Is it because of...what you did for me?" 
 
    "No," I growled, capturing her hand and immediately kissing the tips of her fingers without thinking that move through. But I didn't regret it, because regardless of Maverick and her, and however that shit made me feel, I would never have taken back what I'd done for her tonight. "I'd cast a hundred bodies into the ocean for you, little one." 
 
    "You can tell me whatever it is," she swore. "There's nothing in the world we can't share with each other. Remember when I thought I was dying because I got my first period? And you took me to the clinic and brought those maxi pad pee catcher thingys your mom uses and I put like four in my panties?" 
 
    I snorted. "Yeah, that was a weird day." 
 
    "Totally weird," she agreed, her cheeks colouring a little as she giggled. "And we shall never speak of it again. But I swear I can handle any shit you're going through. Is it a dick thing? I definitely don't have much peen-formation to go on, but I am all ears and zero judgement." 
 
    I shook my head, breathing another laugh as she caught my hand and squeezed it. I could feel the words welling up in my throat. Part of me wanted to confront her, to hear her confirm that she'd chosen Maverick once and for all. But I also knew it would be more painful than seeing it with my own eyes. And maybe I wanted to hold onto the peace in our group just a little longer. Until the truth came spilling out like oil and polluted everything we'd built together.  
 
    I'd known this day had been coming, but I just hadn't been ready for her to choose anyone other than me. Fuck, should I have acted sooner? Should I have tried to tell her how I felt, shown her how much I cared before Maverick had staked his claim? I'd considered it a thousand times, but I always came back to the same fear. I didn't have shit to offer Rogue. I couldn't buy her flowers or take her to nice places. She was the sort of girl who deserved the good stuff. And I'd hoped that maybe one day I'd have enough in my pocket to treat her right. That maybe I'd have had time to become someone before I lost her. But now it was all fucked and I was out of the running before I'd even had a couple of dollars to rub together. I wanted to hate her for that. But I didn't. I loved her like I loved nothing and no one else. I would've done anything just to fucking... 
 
    I pulled her closer, tugging hard enough to make her stumble and cursing myself internally, but testosterone was raging in me and demanding I do something. Anything to just make her see how much she meant to me. 
 
    "Woah, watch it Hulk, you're stronger than you realise these days," she teased. 
 
    "Do you like that?" I blurted and I swear a fire literally started on the back of my neck. Fuck. My. Life. 
 
    "What?" she snorted. "The Hulk? I'm more of a Batman girl myself." 
 
    "They're not even the same world. Batman's DC and Hulk's Marvel." Why am I talking about superheroes right now?? 
 
    "You just spoke Latin to me, dude," she said with a smirk. "So, what's the Green Power Ranger? Is he Marvel or DC?" 
 
    "What?" I shook my head, totally losing my line of thought. "He's not either of those fucking things," I snapped, getting angry as I couldn't manage to align my thoughts and say what I really wanted to say. What was I planning anyway, to bear my heart like some soppy twat and let her watch as she broke it? 
 
    "Woah, did I touch a nerve? Are the Power Rangers like, blasphemous to Batman or something? They could totally beat him though by the way. Sorry not sorry." 
 
    "I don't wanna talk about the fucking Power Rangers," I snarled. 
 
    She bit her lip, smothering a laugh. "Shit, I so did not realise how much of a comic geek you are and how much you hate the Power Rangers." 
 
    "I don't hate the -" I stopped myself mid sentence, turning sharply away from her, taking out my pack of smokes and lighting up another one. "Forget it." 
 
    "Chase." She moved to my side, rubbing shoulders with me. "I know what this is about." 
 
    "You do?" I asked, my heart rising into my throat to just beat there like a fleshy lump of meat that I couldn't swallow properly. 
 
    "Yeah." She looked at me seriously, her eyes large and open, reminding me of a dawn sky that was full of a million possibilities. "It's because I never gave your mom's pee pads back, isn't it?" 
 
    I roared a laugh, shaking my head at her and dropping my arm over her shoulders, glad for an excuse to just forget about the pain in my heart for now. "Yeah, little one. It's been killing me ever since. I gave you a whole pack. You can't have used them all." 
 
    "I stuck the last of them to Rosie's forehead and cheeks while she was sleeping. Put two on the soles of her feet too. She fell right on her ass when she leapt out of bed the next morning. Ka-donk. I wish I'd thought to keep one for myself too, because I about pissed myself laughing." 
 
    I chuckled, holding her tighter, wishing I never had to let go as I leaned in close and whispered in her ear. "You wanna know a secret?" 
 
    "Always," she said, nodding firmly. 
 
    "I stole another pack from my momma after that day I took you to the clinic and carried them around in my bag for like three months 'cause I thought you might bleed out on me if I didn't have them." 
 
    She threw her head back as she laughed and I grinned at her. "You're too cute, Chase Cohen." 
 
    "I think stupid is the word you're looking for." Not that I knew a whole lot more about periods and wombs and all that mysterious girl stuff that went on between their legs. But Google had given me a few clues since then. Though whenever I searched terms like how do vaginas work, or what's a vulva, I inevitably ended up on porn sites and well...that only ever ended one way. 
 
    "Hmm...." She smiled at me and for a single, fleeting moment that smile lit up all the shadows inside me and made me forget she'd chosen my friend over me. "Let's settle on stupidly cute and leave it at that." 
 
    I released a breath of amusement as we headed past the fortune teller. "So are you gonna throw away your fortune tonight too?" 
 
    "Nah." She snuggled in close under my arm and it felt so right that it somehow fractured my heart even deeper. Please don't leave me. "I don't wanna piss off any kind of higher power right now." 
 
    "Come on, you don't really believe in that shit, do you?" I cocked a brow at her and she shrugged. 
 
    "Better to be safe than sorry tonight." 
 
    "I suppose, but there's not much I can do either way. If there's a hell, I'm pretty sure my daddy bought me a ticket the day I was born," I joked, but she didn't laugh. 
 
    "Don't worry, Ace, if there's a heaven, I'll steal us all a ticket. And if that doesn't work, we'll sneak in the back. Just like always." 
 
    "I'll hold you to that," I teased.  
 
    "Good. Because wherever I go, you all go too." 
 
    I nodded, but my heart ached as we walked back to the arcade. Because I already knew she couldn't keep that promise. And soon enough, our perfect little world was going to crumble. Maverick was the only one who'd be walking away with Rogue at his side. I just wished I could figure out a way to stop time before then. Or better yet, go back long before she'd made that choice and ensure she made a different one. But time always just kept moving in one direction, and I knew for sure that fate and destiny were bullshit. Because my fortune card had said in the end I'd fly, but I was already falling. And it looked like it was a long fucking way down with nothing but rocks at the bottom. 
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    I headed down to the kitchen for breakfast, checking my phone as I shot a few texts to Rogue to check she was good, but I guessed they were all still sleeping because the group chat was dead. 
 
    Fox was in the kitchen in his boxers, eating cereal as he sat at the island and he looked up as I entered, pushing the box of Lucky Charms towards me. Fuck, I loved a bowl of Charms. I grabbed a bowl and some milk then sat beside him, eating the sugary goodness with large bites. The thing about dumping a dead guy in the water who'd harmed Rogue was that it should have been traumatising. But to me, it had been kind of invigorating. All that blood had been fucking exciting, especially when it had come from the head of a guy who'd tried to hurt my girl. I kind of wished I'd kept the poker. Was that weird? Seemed like it was okay to me, but maybe the guy who wasn’t bothered about dumping a dead body didn’t have it all together to decide on the weirdness of that. 
 
    "Wanna head to Sinners’ Playground soon?" I asked and Fox nodded quickly. 
 
    I pushed a hand into my hair, wondering if I should wash it before we left, but that thought died as Luther strode into the kitchen and stole all of my attention. He had a leather jacket and jeans on, his blonde hair pushed back away from his face and tattoos crawling up his neck.  
 
    "Morning, boys," he said crisply, his dark green eyes falling on his real son first then shifting to me.  
 
    I was grateful and all for him taking me in when I was a kid, but now I knew I wasn’t family it made a whole lot of sense. Fox was the only one of the Harlequins who treated me like I was his real brother, but I’d always gotten the feeling that Luther didn’t see me that way. I knew he thought I was worth less than him and for the most part I didn't give a shit. I’d stopped calling Luther ‘Dad’ the moment he’d told me I was adopted, even though he’d fought me hard over it. He’d taken me in when I was two years old after one of his men had died and I’d been left orphaned. If there were pictures of my real dad, I never got to see them. And I guessed I resented that on some level. The more Luther tried to make me a Harlequin, the more I resisted. And my nature meant I naturally butted heads with Fox which Luther didn't like so much. He liked to remind me where I was supposed to stand in the pecking order. Which, as far as I could tell, was firmly beneath the boots of him and his son. 
 
    "Hey Dad," Fox said with a tight smile as Luther pressed a hand to his shoulder then looked to me.  
 
    Luther Harlequin always brought a tense energy to a room. I guessed that was what it was like being the big bad wolf in town and I'd always been drawn to that about him, trying to figure out how he managed it. I was pretty sure it came down to two things: his reputation and his unpredictability. I had the unpredictability down but the only thing I had a decent reputation for so far was beating the hell out of assholes who threatened my friends. Though now I guessed I could add disposing of a dead body to the list… 
 
    "We have a problem." Luther moved to stand on the other side of the kitchen island and spread his hands on the surface as he looked calmly between us. But those dark green eyes which were the same shade as his son's weren't hiding anything. There was something wrong and my heart started to thrash in my chest as I waited for him to spill it. "Axel Phillips washed up in the cove this morning with his head caved in." 
 
    Dead, cold silence roared in my ears as he delivered that blow. I fought the urge to look at Fox, keeping my features neutral, making sure there wasn't a single flicker of guilt in my eyes for him to detect. I'd perfected my lying face a long time ago and Fox had it down as well as I did. We could have lied as an Olympic sport, and for Rogue, we'd win the fucking gold medal. 
 
    "Oh yeah?" I asked, sounding vaguely interested but not nearly interested enough for the guy who had personally stabbed that asshole in the gut in an attempt to make him sink to the bottom of the ocean. Why the fuck hadn't it worked? And why hadn't the damn sharks eaten him? 
 
    "Yeah," Luther said, his brows lowering sharply. "So I sent my boys over to his place and they said the house stank of bleach. They asked the neighbours some questions and it turns out one of the kids who lives at that group home down the street from him had an interesting story to tell." 
 
    My pulse was thundering in my ears and my breaths were fighting to come unevenly, but I locked it all down, cocking my head slightly as I showed enough interest. But not too fucking much. 
 
    "What kid?" Fox asked and though he said the words calmly, I could read him as well as I could read myself. He was hiding an inferno inside him and I knew exactly what was gonna happen when it was let out. 
 
    "Clive something." Luther shrugged. "But...funny thing is, he mentioned that girl you like to run with." 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    "Rogue?" I questioned, forcing a frown onto my face like I was confused. But I wasn't fucking confused, I was all too well enlightened. We were heading down shit creek without a paddle towards shit waterfall which would sweep us out to shit ocean. And I was not gonna let Rogue be drowned in shit. 
 
    "Yeah, that's the one." Luther took his time over his words, assessing our reaction. "But no one's seen her all night apparently. So you wouldn't happen to know where she is, would you?" 
 
    Fox shook his head and I did the same. 
 
    "We went surfing with her yesterday morning, haven't seen her since then," Fox said with a shrug.  
 
    "Well maybe you'd do me a favour and give her call. Ask her to come over to the house so I can get her story," Luther said, his eyes cold and murderous. I knew in the root of my soul, that he already knew. That if he got his hands on our girl, she was dead. Just like everyone who crossed Luther Harlequin ended up dead. It wouldn’t matter that she’d been defending herself. She’d killed one of his men and the price of that was clear. A life for a life. No exceptions. 
 
    I was practically holding my breath just so I didn't explode, but every muscle in my body was trying to bunch up while I fought to keep it still. I was a coiling wire of knotted tension that needed an outlet. But I had to keep it together. Had to slow my breathing, uncurl my fists, fight the urge to hit Luther over the head with a damn stool and make a bid to get out of the house and get my girl. 
 
    "She broke her phone," Fox said, the lie smooth and effortless as I fought to maintain my composure.  
 
    My temper was getting to that dangerous point where all reason went out the window. 
 
    Luther's eyes whipped to his son and his lips tightened into a thin line. "Is that so?" 
 
    "We can find her," I blurted, my heart in my fucking throat. "We'll bring her here." 
 
    "You'd better." Luther smiled in a way that wasn't at all friendly then gestured for us to leave. 
 
    I strode from the room with Fox at my side and when we made it to the stairs we ran to get dressed, saying nothing as we split off into our rooms. I dragged on jeans and a navy shirt before kicking on my boots, grabbing my backpack which had the clothes I'd worn last night stuffed in it and jogged back out into the hall. Fox was there with an intense look in his eyes and we hurried downstairs together, heading into the garage and running to get into his truck. We didn't say a word until we were on the road and the heavy presence of Luther’s presence was far behind us. 
 
    "Fuck." I punched the dashboard hard enough to make my knuckles crunch. 
 
    "We'll figure it out," Fox said through his teeth. 
 
    "How, Fox?" I demanded. "How the fuck are we going to figure this out?" 
 
    "Just trust me," he pushed. 
 
    "I do," I sighed, pushing a hand through my hair. "But I don't trust what Luther's gonna do. You do realise he's going to kill her if he knows what she did, right? Do you get that?" 
 
    "I fucking get that," he said seriously and I was glad.  
 
    I didn't think Fox would ever side with his dad, but sometimes I wasn't sure if he knew how depraved the guy really was or if he viewed him through rose tinted glasses. I guess everyone wanted their father to be good at the core. But Luther Harlequin was rotten through and through. He may not have shown that side of himself to his son too often, but he'd sure as hell shown it to me. 
 
    "We just have to protect her," I growled. 
 
    "I know," he said, glancing over at me and suddenly offering me his hand. "I swear it, Rick." 
 
    I placed my hand in his, clasping it firmly and feeling the depth of our bond ringing between us. It didn't matter what lengths we had to go to now, me and the rest of the guys would go to them and far fucking beyond for Rogue. Whatever it damn well took.
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    I woke up with my head on Chase's chest and JJ pressed up close behind me, playing big spoon in our ménage à snooze and bringing a smile to my lips as I felt safer than I had any right to feel considering our situation. 
 
    "Morning, boys," I murmured, stretching like a cat as JJ tightened his grip on me, mumbling something sleepily and shifting his hips so that I felt something long and hard graze against my ass. 
 
    I gasped and tried to wriggle away but he just held me tighter in his sleep, my wriggling only seeming to draw even more of my attention to the way his dick was driving into me and my mind presenting me with some really weird questions like: Why do I kinda like the way it feels digging into me like that? I wonder if his looks like Maverick’s? Maybe he'd show me. Maybe Chase could show me his too. Would I have to trade them a boob flash in exchange for that? Two boobs had to be a fair trade for two dicks, right? What would they look like when they weren't hard? And why was I suddenly trying to imagine what it would feel like if one of them was on top of me and- 
 
    "JJ, your cock is kinda poking me," I said breathily, cursing myself for my voice going all weird. 
 
    "What?" he slurred and Chase snorted a laugh. 
 
    "Glad I'm not the only one having that issue," he muttered and I sucked in another breath as I tried to shift my weight back off of Chase but as JJ refused to budge again, I was jolted forward, my hand flying out to steady me and landing - directly on another hard dick. 
 
    "Fuck, sorry, shit." I snatched my hand back as Chase groaned in a way that made my gut knot and everything between my thighs clench with a need I wasn't really sure how to process and I wriggled harder to escape before I died of humiliation. 
 
    "The fuck are you doing?" JJ muttered, pulling back a little as he came to. 
 
    "Trying to escape the dick sandwich I've woken up in," I said, sounding a little panicked which was really more to do with the fact that there were two of them and it was a lot to be surrounded by than me having any real aversion to their...trouser snakes.  
 
    Okay, yeah, I was curious as fuck, but I was not capable of being cool about it and two at once was a bit much to handle first thing in the morning. Or ever, obviously. Shit, now I was thinking about three ways and where everything would have to go and wondering if I could deep throat like Jessica Smythe claimed she could and if not being able to would make me crap at blowjobs. Not that I wanted any of the dicks around me to end up in my mouth. Obviously. 
 
    "Shit, sorry," JJ gasped, scooting away from me like there was a fire up his ass while Chase covered his face with his hands and groaned.  
 
    "Of all the ways I imagined you touching my cock for the first time, this was not it," Chase said into his hands. "And fucking JJ was definitely not here." 
 
    I laughed a little hysterically and thankfully the door banged open at the far end of the arcade to draw our attention away from this, er, strange and unexpected development.  
 
    "Guys, we have a problem," Fox said loudly as he strode towards us. He was all clean cut again today, blonde hair pushed back carefully and a white wife beater showing off his golden tan and bulging biceps, but his green eyes were full of concern. 
 
    Maverick was at his side, the two of them standing shoulder to shoulder, not an inch of difference in their height or the breadth of their shoulders, a dark god and a golden king. Luther wanted them to take on his legacy one day, the next generation of Harlequins, ready to rule the world. And in moments like this I could see it. They were destined to become powerful men, it was in the blood that flowed through their veins and the fibres of their souls. 
 
    "Luther knows about Axel," Rick explained. "His body washed up in the cove this morning." 
 
    "What?" I gasped, ice sliding through my veins as I tried to figure out how the fuck that could have happened. 
 
    "I guess he got caught in a current and rode the tide in when it turned," Fox said darkly. "But it gets worse. Some kid from the group home saw what happened - my dad knows you were the one who killed him, hummingbird." 
 
    I was on my feet in seconds, ready to bolt, run, scream, fight, I didn't even know what. But I did know that there was just one punishment for killing a Harlequin and that was death. It didn't matter that I had a valid reason, didn't matter that that motherfucker had been trying to rape me. All that mattered was that he was sworn in to the most ruthless gang in the entire state and I'd taken him out. 
 
    "He's going to kill me," I choked out, fear paralysing me as I looked towards the exits and prepared myself to run.  
 
    Not that I had anywhere to go or any way of knowing what I'd do once I escaped, but staying here was a death sentence and I did know that I didn't want to die. My life might have been seven shades of shitty, but it was mine. I had the sun and the surf and my boys. It wasn't much but it was everything and I wasn't giving it up. 
 
    "We're going to run," Maverick said firmly, striding towards me and gripping my cheeks between his big hands as he peered into my eyes and forced me to listen. "All of us." 
 
    "We have everything we need stashed at the crypt," Fox added calmly, like this wasn't freaking him out - or maybe like he just knew he had to keep his head if I didn't wanna lose mine. "We just need to go get our keys." 
 
    "I've got mine," I replied instantly, gripping the metal key which hung on a leather thong around my neck and relaxing slightly at the feeling of the imprint it was creating in my palm. "I can't leave anything valuable at the home, so I always have it on me." 
 
    "I hid mine at home," Chase muttered.  
 
    "Me too," JJ agreed. 
 
    The five of us had a key each and we needed all of them if we wanted to open up that stone door and get to the stuff we'd stashed inside. There were valuables in there, watches, jewellery, all kinds of shit that we'd stolen over the years and pooled together because it was too hot to try and sell on. There were secrets too and weapons of a kind that couldn't be replicated. Every weakness all of us held and more.  
 
    "We need to keep my dad off the scent," Fox said roughly. "Then we need to wait for cover of darkness, meet at the crypt, take everything and run. I've got a few ideas about where we can go. We can take my truck and Rick's bike and-" 
 
    "Wait," Chase said. "You can't seriously expect the five of us to just up and disappear? We might as well just admit to being guilty publicly. We were all set to join the Harlequins soon anyway so why don't we just come clean, sign up and prove our loyalty by-" 
 
    "I don't wanna join the fucking gang," Fox snarled. "That's the life that was picked for me, not the one I chose for myself. All I want is Rogue. And all of us together. That's it."  
 
    My heart fluttered at that declaration and I felt a blush rising in my cheeks as I locked eyes with Fox and felt exactly how much he’d meant that. 
 
    "You know Luther won't just accept us saying sorry and joining up," Rick added darkly, stepping up in front of me too and twisting his fingers between mine. "He'll make someone pay for this. And I'm not risking Rogue's safety on the unlikely hope that he might grow a fucking conscience." 
 
    "So, we're running?" I breathed, feeling like the whole world was crashing down around me. But maybe it wasn't. Maybe this was just what we needed, for the five of us to escape Sunset Cove and the Harlequin Crew and just be free to carve our own path somewhere far, far, away. 
 
    "Yeah," Fox said, leaning down to press a hot kiss to my cheek which made my skin tingle with pleasure. "Be at the crypt at nine tonight." 
 
    "We'll see you there, beautiful," Rick promised, kissing my other cheek and sending the electricity Fox had already started beneath my flesh haywire. 
 
    The two of them nodded to the other guys and turned to stride out of the room. I watched them go with my heart in my mouth.  
 
    The next time I saw them we'd be leaving the only place I'd ever known. Turning our backs on this life and starting a new one. We just had to survive until then. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nine pm came and went as I stood in the darkness beneath the trees where we were due to meet Fox and Rick, shivering a little as a cool breeze raced around us and lifted a lock of my brunette hair to dance across my face. 
 
    Chase and JJ kept exchanging nervous glances and I shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    I'd spent a big chunk of the day alone, my stomach growling and my mouth parched as I hid in the abandoned arcade on the pier and waited for the two of them to sneak home and retrieve their keys. 
 
    Chase had been gone for so long that I'd really begun to worry about him, but when he showed up with a black eye and refused to talk about it, I knew what had happened to hold him up. 
 
    I stayed close to him now, not forcing him to talk about his dad or any of that shit but just showing him that I was here for him no matter what. Maybe we all should have run a long time ago for his sake. Or for all of our sakes. I didn't know and I guessed it was irrelevant now. After tonight, everything was going to change. 
 
    "Where are they?" JJ growled, lighting up his phone in the dark for the hundredth time and showing me and Chase the display.  
 
    It was a quarter to ten and not only were they stupidly late, but neither of them were answering their phones. 
 
    My gut tightened with anxiety and I tried calling Maverick again all the same, cringing as it went to voicemail. 
 
    "Something must have happened to them," Chase growled. 
 
    "They'll be here," I said firmly, refusing to believe anything else. "They promised. They'll be here." 
 
    Chase and JJ exchanged a look but didn't say anything else and the three of us continued to wait in the dark. 
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    "What the fuck is this?" Dad bellowed in my face, my backpack upended at his feet with everything I'd packed to run with. Clothes, food, cash and my key to open the crypt at Rosewood Manor. 
 
    Maverick stood beside me, shoulder to shoulder, his own bag clutched in his arms as our father stood in front of us in the hall, barring our way to the exit. My heart was pounding out a wild beat as I tried to figure out what to do. How to get out of this. He wasn't even meant to be home. When the fuck did he get home?? 
 
    "Answer me!" Luther roared and I swear the walls shook as my mouth dried out like a desert. 
 
    Lying wouldn't save me now. My dad knew the truth, I could see it in his eyes. He just wanted me to say it. Wanted me to own up and offer him the final piece of betrayal I was delivering to him. 
 
    Maverick gazed at him with this hopeless fury that dug right into my heart. He looked to me, shaking his head ever so slightly, imploring me not to tell. But he already knew. Couldn't he see that? Dad already fucking knew. 
 
    "I love her," I told my dad the deepest truth I had to offer and Maverick frowned. "And I won't let you hurt her." 
 
    Dad's eyes narrowed and he released a heavy breath, rubbing his eyes. 
 
    "I'll kill you if you do anything to her," Rick gritted out to the most notorious killer in Sunset Cove.  
 
    To the guy who'd raised him, raised me. And I found I agreed with him on it too. My dad might have been family, but he was also an asshole who wanted a life for me I'd never chosen. And if it came down to it, I'd pick Rogue over him every time. 
 
    Dad's eyebrows arched then he laughed darkly as he stared at us. His eyes snapped onto Maverick and his laughter cut off. "You're my boy," he growled at him. "You aim that anger at our enemies, son. Not me." His gaze flashed onto me, softening a little. "You love this girl, then fine. But I'm not letting my prodigy run off for anybody. Especially not some bitch who kills my men." 
 
    "That asshole tried to rape her!" Maverick shouted and Dad rubbed a hand over his jaw, looking to me for confirmation. 
 
    "He hurt her, Dad," I snarled fiercely. 
 
    He shook his head at us. "So you two ran in like the big, brave heroes you are, no doubt with your lap dogs Chase and Johnny James at your heels too, right?" 
 
    We said nothing, but our silence basically confirmed it. 
 
    "And the little princess got you to dispose of the body," he guessed then pointed a finger in my face as he sneered. "Women will fuck you over the first chance they get. They use and manipulate then discard you like yesterday's fucking trash." 
 
    "She's not Mom!" I roared, my temper overflowing. "And I won't stand here listening to you talk about her like that." 
 
    I stepped forward, aiming to push past him but he shoved me back and my heart juddered with fear as his hand fisted in my shirt at the base of my throat. He'd never hit me, but I knew what this man could do to people. Everyone in town whispered about the things he did to his enemies. He ruled with an iron fist, a fist he could turn against me whenever he liked. 
 
    "No," he growled in warning. "You're staying right here." 
 
    "If you try to hurt her, I'll go to the cops," I blurted, my blood pounding furiously through my veins. "I'll tell them I did it. I'll tell them I hit him with a poker, that I cleaned his house with bleach. That I took my dad's boat and-" He shoved me back against the wall, getting in my face as his lips pulled back in a snarl. 
 
    "You'll do no such fucking thing," he hissed. "My son is not throwing his life away for some worthless girl." 
 
    Maverick leapt on him, trying to drag him away from me and Dad twisted around, punching him in the gut and sending him stumbling backwards. 
 
    "That's enough!" Dad shouted, drawing his gun in a warning before glaring at me. "You two have been marked for the Harlequins your whole lives. And your friends are marked for that future too. Life ain't fair. You don't get to run off into the sunset with whoever the fuck you want just because you feel like it. You're my kids. And you need to grow the fuck up into the men I expect you to be." 
 
    "I'll never do a thing you say if you do anything to Rogue," I swore and he levelled me with a cutting look. 
 
    "Me either," Maverick said darkly. "You'll have to put me in the ground if you touch her, Luther. Because I won't stop coming for you until you're dead in payment for that." 
 
    Dad sighed wearily, but seemed to be considering our words as he carved his fingers through his hair. I shared a look with Maverick, hope raising its head in my chest. 
 
    "Fine," Dad spat at last and the air rushed out of my lungs. "But she can't stay in town. I'll send her to my cousin, Sandra, in Fairfax." 
 
    "That's fifty miles away!" I cried in horror as Maverick stiffened beside me. 
 
    "That's my offer!" Luther roared. "And you won't get another one. She lives. But she lives far away from here and you will both fall into line or I'll go to Fairfax personally and slit her pretty throat, you understand that boys?" He looked from me to Maverick and my heart bobbed in my throat, my hands curling up into firm fists as I grappled with the injustice of it. 
 
    I couldn't give her up. What he was offering was bullshit.  
 
    But maybe it was a chance. A small one, but it could buy us time. She could go to Fairfax until we had an opportunity to run and then we'd find her, free her and all of us could get the fuck away from this life and start a new one. Somewhere else, anywhere else but this shitty town. 
 
    "You're gonna stop playing these childish games, both of you. It's time you were initiated into the Harlequins," my dad delivered the final, merciless blow. "Call your friends and get Chase and Johnny James to come to the house. You’re sixteen now, you should be becoming men. I'm done waiting for you all to grow up. So now I'm taking it into my own hands." 
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    We were huddled together beneath an oak tree, defiantly refusing to leave our position waiting for Fox and Maverick as a storm blew in over the sea and thunder rumbled in the distance, promising a downpour. They were almost two hours late now, but I just couldn't accept the idea that they weren't coming. It wasn't possible. They'd sworn they'd be here, and they'd never let me down in all the time I'd known them. Not once. 
 
    "Rogue..." Chase said in a low voice, not for the first time but I just shook my head, refusing to move.  
 
    I didn't have anywhere to go now anyway. I couldn't go back to the group home, I couldn't run the streets of Sunset Cove. This place wasn't safe for me anymore so the only thing I could do was stand here and wait for the rest of my boys to show up. 
 
    "They'll be here," I growled. 
 
    "Pretty girl," JJ said softly. "There must be a reason they haven't turned up. If Luther-" 
 
    Chase's phone started ringing and I sucked in a sharp breath as me and JJ turned to him and he flashed us a look at the caller ID where we spotted Fox's name before he answered, putting it on speaker so we could all hear. 
 
    "I'm sorry," Fox ground out, sounding like the weight of the world was on his shoulders. "My dad figured out we were going to run and-" 
 
    "What happened?" I gasped, my heart leaping in fear. I didn't think Luther would ever hurt his prodigy, but Maverick... I knew he treated him as inferior in his home and I wasn't so sure he'd be as lenient with him.  
 
    "Nothing we can't handle," Fox said roughly making it sound like something bad had definitely gone down. 
 
    "Where's Rick?" I demanded. 
 
    "I'm here," he grunted. "We're okay." 
 
    "Everything is gonna come together," Fox said, sounding determined but not certain. "But...I need you guys to hide Rogue somewhere he won't be able to find her," he went on, talking to the boys like I wasn't there. 
 
    "But-" I began but JJ cut me off. 
 
    "Okay. I know somewhere. Then what?" he demanded, trusting Fox in a heartbeat as usual. 
 
    "Then I need you two to come meet me. Dad wants to see you at the house. I swear I'm gonna do everything to get us out of this, but we've gotta play along for now. We're still gonna run together. Just as soon as we can. Do you promise you'll wait for us, Rogue?" Fox asked, and there was just the smallest edge of panic to his tone which made me certain I needed to do as he said. 
 
    "Okay," I breathed. I knew I could trust him with all my heart. "If you swear you'll never leave me then I believe you, Fox." 
 
    "I swear," he growled. "No matter what." 
 
    "We're going to get you out of this, Rogue," Maverick added seriously. "I don't care if I have to kill again to do it." 
 
    I exchanged a look with Chase and JJ at that declaration, but Fox was already moving on. 
 
    "Once you're somewhere safe, promise me you won't leave until we come to get you, Rogue," Fox demanded. 
 
    "Okay," I agreed instantly. "But I don't know where-" 
 
    "JJ, Chase, hide her and then get here fast. Got it?" Fox cut me off again and I pushed my tongue against my busted lip as I tried not to flinch at his tone. He was never short with me, so it only gave away how serious this was. 
 
    "We're on it," Chase agreed. "We'll be with you within the hour." 
 
    "Be careful," I said quickly, sensing Fox was about to cut the call. "You boys are all I have. Without you I'm nothing. I've got nothing. Please don't put yourselves in danger for me. Promise me-" 
 
    "We got you, beautiful," Maverick swore. "Just hold tight and trust us." 
 
    "Always," I breathed and the line went dead. 
 
    "Come on," JJ said instantly, taking my hand and dragging me towards the bushes where he and Chase had hidden their bikes. "There's an old lodge up on Devil’s Pass that I found last summer. It won't let the rain in and no one knows about it." 
 
    I nodded in acceptance as thunder crashed in the distance again and the cold air tugged at my hair. The storm would hit soon and I didn't want to be caught out in it. 
 
    JJ got on his bike and waited for me to climb on the back, standing on the pegs which he'd had fitted to his back wheel so that he could take a passenger. 
 
    Chase scowled up at the sky through the trees before grabbing his own bike and the three of us took off, me clinging onto JJ's shoulders as he peddled hard and fast down the street, away from the crypt, racing down street after street until we were coming up on the cliffs that overlooked the bay. He swerved left, up the road towards Devil's Pass. No one went that way anymore, the old road which ran right along the edge of the cliff had been closed years ago after a rockslide had sent four cars crashing down to the sea below and taken a chunk of the road out with it. It had been condemned and a new road built to avoid it and no one sane ever went near it. 
 
    JJ didn't slow as he approached the concrete bollards which had been placed across the road to stop access to the Pass, weaving between them and standing up on his pedals as the hill began to rise steeply ahead of us. 
 
    I looked back at Chase who gave me a tight smile as he concentrated on peddling up the hill. I had no idea how JJ was managing with me on the back, but the two of them had to bike everywhere and they usually ended up cycling for an hour or more a day, so they were used to it I guessed. I usually took my skateboard if Rick or Fox couldn't pick me up but between the four guys, I often had some form of ride from place to place. 
 
    No one came this way anymore and the tarmac was pitted and speckled with lumps of grass and moss that were trying to take over. And I couldn't blame people for avoiding it - the higher we rode up the cliffside, the bigger the drop to our left got and with the howling wind from the incoming storm blowing around us I was starting to get seriously concerned about getting swept right over the edge and tumbling down to the rocks that lined the bay below. 
 
    JJ lurched to the left and I stifled a scream as he rode us along the chunk of road which had been left behind by the rockslide, a huge crater carved out of the cliff to our right and an impossible fall promising death way too freaking close for my liking. 
 
    My fingernails were gouging crescents into JJ's skin by the time we finally made it to the top of the hill and the first fat drops of rain began to spill from the sky. 
 
    JJ swerved off of the old road onto an exposed bluff where the wind threw my hair over my face as we rode across the grass and he didn't stop until we came up on a dilapidated wooden shack. 
 
    JJ skidded to a halt and I jumped off of the bike before he dropped it to the grass and tugged me over to the shack, giving the swollen door a kick to get it to open. 
 
    "It's not much,” he said apologetically, glancing around at the near empty space which reeked of mildew and had graffiti scrawled over the walls.  
 
    There was a stool which looked close to collapsing and a few manky looking blankets in a corner which suggested someone had slept here once, but they didn't look clean and I had no plans to touch them. 
 
    "It's fine," I said, turning away from the less than appealing surroundings as the rain began to fall harder against the roof. "At least it's dry, like you said. And you'll be back soon. All of you." 
 
    "You know it, pretty girl," JJ promised while Chase lingered by the door, seeming lost for words. 
 
    I threw my arms around JJ, crushing him against me as I tried not to cry, fear making me imagine all kinds of horrific things that Luther could have planned for them. But Fox and Maverick wouldn't lead them into a trap. I had to trust that this was okay. I had to trust my boys. 
 
    "Stay safe," I breathed as I released him, moving over to pull Chase against me next. 
 
    "Trust us, Rogue," he murmured, his hand sliding up my spine and making me shiver. 
 
    "I do," I swore, meaning it with all my heart and soul. "Always." I drew back, looking up at him, my fingers twisting into the curls at the nape of his neck and my gaze moving to his mouth for a moment as I was struck with the strongest desire to push up onto my tiptoes and- 
 
    "We'd better go, little one." Chase frowned slightly and released me, my skin feeling cold in all the places where he'd been touching me the moment he stepped back. 
 
    The two of them headed back out into the rain and I watched them grabbing their bikes with this terrible feeling of foreboding tightening my chest. Like there was something awful coming our way, but there was nothing I could do to stop it. 
 
    "Come back to me," I breathed, but they were already riding away, pedalling fast as they raced back down Devil's Pass and out of sight. 
 
    I swallowed back a lump in my throat and backed up so that I could close the door, sinking down onto the cold wooden floor and crossing my legs beneath me as I waited for my fate with the rain pounding down on the roof and nothing to keep me company in the dark except my fears. 
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    I pedalled furiously, the rain sweeping over me as thunder crashed above us in the sky. The wind was battering and I had to squint against the rain to see as we sailed down from the cliff, going as fast as we could. 
 
    My heart was pounding violently in my chest and I knew it had nothing to do with the storm. It was leaving Rogue up in that shack and fearing what we were heading towards. If Luther knew the truth then we were fucked. That was all I could think. Utterly, inescapably fucked. But Fox always had a plan. He'd know what to do. He'd fix this. I just had to place all of my faith in my friend because I had no ideas myself, no fucking answers.  
 
    Chase cycled along at my side and I felt better for the company at least. And though leaving her in that shack made my stomach knot, it was currently the safest place in Sunset Cove for her. It was the best we could do. And we'd go back to her before long. If the worst that happened tonight was that she got cold and a little damp, then that would be a sweet fucking miracle and I was counting on it with all my heart. 
 
    The wind eased as we came down off the cliff and rode harder into town, taking the back alleys we knew so well as we weaved our way towards Harlequin House which stood tall and proud down by the beach. We soon reached the gates, soaking wet and gasping for air and the scary looking motherfuckers on watch nodded to us, letting us through. We peddled up the drive and ditched our bikes by the garage, jogging around to the front door and sheltering under the porch. 
 
    I pressed the doorbell and looked to Chase, his eyes swirling with fear. 
 
    "It'll be alright, man," I promised him and his brows pulled together. 
 
    "Will it?" he rasped just as the door yanked open and I came face to face with the tall and imposing form of Fox's father. 
 
    "Come in," he growled, jerking his head to beckon us inside and we stepped after him, trailing water into the house, but he didn't say anything about it. 
 
    "We're leaving, boys!" he barked and Maverick and Fox appeared in the hall, frowning at us.  
 
    Maverick's jaw was ticking furiously, but Fox looked deadly calm. And that meant he had a plan. He nodded to us reassuringly as his dad turned his back on them, heading toward the door that led into the garage. I'd only been here a few times as Fox and Rick preferred to hang out away from home. We'd had a few pool parties when his dad had been out of town, but when Luther was home, none of us wanted to be here because it felt like his eyes were always on us. And as he was a notorious killer, it was kind of a buzz kill. 
 
    I padded to Fox's side and gave him a look that said we'd hidden Rogue and he didn't have to worry. He nodded, his features softening a little as we marched through the door and downstairs into the underground garage. The storm was howling now and a chill ran through me as Luther directed us into the back of a large black van. It looked like a murder van if ever I saw one, but what was I gonna do? Say no and run like a frightened lamb back into his house? I mean yeah, that was tempting as shit, but I wasn't gonna abandon my brothers. 
 
    I lifted my chin and climbed into the back of it after Fox, sitting on the floor of the van between him and Maverick while Chase sat beside Fox. 
 
    Luther looked in at us, his hand gripping the sliding door. "Listen up," he said darkly. "You helped out your friend by covering up Snake Eyes' murder. Fox and Maverick have explained everything. So you don't need to worry." His tone said we definitely needed to worry, but I nodded along with the others. "You've made this decision real easy. And you all wanna be men, don't you?" 
 
    We shared glances, but said nothing. 
 
    Luther nodded like we'd agreed. "I wanted that at your age too. But what makes a real man is taking responsibility for your actions. And if you can show me that you can do that tonight, then I'll let your girl go. I'll send her somewhere she'll be safe. But you all have to cooperate, you hear me? Every last one of you. That's what being in the Harlequins is about. And I see that potential in all four of you. So let's see what you're made of." He slammed the door, plunging us into darkness and the cab door opened a second later as he got into the driver's seat. 
 
    My breaths came heavier and I closed my eyes, focusing on slowing my heartbeat, thinking of Rogue and the shit storm we were currently caught up in.  
 
    Luther started the engine and we were soon moving along the road at a brisk speed. 
 
    "Where is she?" Maverick growled. 
 
    "Safe," I promised, not wanting to say too much just in case his dad could hear us, then I angled my head towards Fox. "You have a plan, right?" 
 
    "We just have to do whatever the fuck he wants," he said in a quiet voice. "When it's done, he'll send you guys home and you can go to Rogue." 
 
    "That's it? That's your master plan?" Chase hissed. 
 
    "What do you want me to say, man?" Fox snapped. "Dad's not gonna let me and Maverick out of his sight tonight. So if he keeps his word, we'll have to let him send her away and then-" 
 
    "No," Maverick snarled. "If he sends her away we'll never see her again." 
 
    "We know the way to Fairfax," Fox reasoned. "Dad won't always be watching us this closely. It might be a while, but we can tell Rogue to wait and-" 
 
    "I said no," Maverick snapped aggressively, making my heart jolt. "I don't trust his word for shit. He could send her anywhere or drag her off somewhere and kill her. How would we know?' 
 
    "I'll make sure we have proof. And Dad might be a royal asshole, but he keeps his promises," Fox swore. 
 
    "To you maybe," Maverick snipped. 
 
    "He'll keep his word to you too," Fox impressed. 
 
    "Bullshit," Maverick growled. 
 
    "Just stop fighting," Chase implored. "It's not going to help. And we need to be on the same team right now. Where the hell is your dad taking us?" 
 
    "He said something about responsibility," I muttered, knotting my fingers together. "I don't like the sound of it." 
 
    "Well whatever it is he wants us to do, we'll do it for Rogue," Maverick said firmly. 
 
    "Agreed," Fox replied. "Everyone say it." 
 
    "I'll do anything to protect her," Chase said, his voice full of emotion. 
 
    "So will I," I swore, but something in my soul told me I wasn't going to like whatever awaited us at the end of this journey. 
 
    The van soon bumped along an unmade road and I steeled my nerves as I fought away the cloying fear in my chest. Everything was going to change. I'd felt this time coming and I'd done fuck all. Why hadn't we run when we'd had the chance? Fox had never wanted this life even if he was born for it. Nothing had been stopping us.  
 
    But maybe, deep down, we liked it here. If it wasn't for the Harlequins, the town would have been paradise for us. We owned the streets, the beaches, the waves. The spirit of this place ran in our blood. We'd carved our names everywhere, placed our mark on this land, claimed it in some way that I hadn't really realised until now. We'd wanted to stay. I wanted to stay. Running fucking sucked. But now there was no choice in it. So long as we were together though, I had to hope there was a new life awaiting us beyond this place. Somewhere we could make our own. We just had to do what Luther wanted and eventually we'd figure out a way to get out of dodge and take Rogue somewhere safe. 
 
    The van pulled to a halt and we all drew in deep breaths as the driver's door sounded then male voices spoke beyond the vehicle, too low for me to hear. 
 
    The sliding door suddenly pulled open and Luther stood there with the rain dripping down on his blonde hair and shoulders. 
 
    "Grab a shovel and get out," he commanded and I looked to the pile of them at the end of the van with a lurch of discomfort. 
 
    We did as he said and I jumped out after Chase, the weight of the shovel in my hands making me tense up. We were in a dark wood, the canopy so thick that it was keeping out most of the storm, but the sound of it was everywhere. 
 
    As we followed Luther around the van, we came face to face with four large guys with guns. But that wasn't what stole my attention most. It was the dude on his knees in front of them, a gag in his mouth and his hands tied behind his back. He had blonde hair and was kinda lanky. He seemed vaguely familiar to me, but my brain couldn't make the connection in that moment. The look on Fox's face said he knew who he was though, and the blood was draining from his cheeks fast. 
 
    Luther strode up to the boy who was around our age, leaning down and yanking the gag out of his mouth and taking a knife from his hip to cut the binds holding his wrists together. 
 
    "Why's he here?" Chase hissed to us as the dude quaked, but no one answered. 
 
    "Please," the guy begged Luther. "I didn't do anything wrong." 
 
    "That's untrue," Luther said, crouching down beside him, taking hold of his chin and angling his head to face us. Then Luther looked directly at Fox with a hopeful expression. "Tell Clive what he did, son." 
 
    Clive? Fuck. Clive from Rogue's group home Clive? 
 
    We all looked to Fox whose lips opened and closed, but no words came out. 
 
    "What did he do?" I found myself asking. 
 
    "I didn't do anything!" Clive cried and Luther gripped his hair when he tried to jerk away from him, forcing him to keep his eyes on us. 
 
    "Tell him, Fox!" Luther barked, the sound making my heart rattle in my chest. 
 
    "He...he told you that Rogue killed Axel," Fox said, his chest rising and falling heavily. 
 
    "He ratted her out," Maverick growled in agreement. 
 
    "And what do Harlequins do to rats, Maverick?" Luther asked, his eyes a roiling sea of darkness. 
 
    "Don't," I hissed at Maverick, but he gave me this look that made my insides shrivel. It said it's too late. That no matter what he said or any of us did, our fates were already decided. And it was the most terrifying reality I had ever faced. 
 
    "They die," Maverick answered loudly and thunder boomed as if to enunciate those words. 
 
    Luther nodded, rising to his feet while Clive screamed, scrambling away across the muddy ground, but Luther casually took his gun from its holster and swung it toward him. "Run and I'll shoot," he warned before turning back to us and Clive fell still with a whimper of fear. 
 
    Luther’s upper lip peeled back. “This kid saw your girl being dragged into Axel’s house, watched as he pushed her down beneath him, watched him hurt her, rip her panties-” 
 
    “Stop,” I growled, not wanting to hear it. Hate filled me as Clive sobbed louder, but that didn’t mean I could do what Luther was suggesting. 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking,” Clive begged. 
 
    “Don’t shy away from the truth, Johnny James,” Luther growled. “Look it in the eye and face it like a man.” 
 
    Shit. What do I do? What the hell are we gonna do? 
 
    "This little asshole squealed on your girl without my men so much as threatening him," Luther explained, looking between all of us with a challenge in his gaze. “He stood and watched through a window while Axel tried to rape her and didn’t do a damn thing to help. I’ll bet he had his cock in his hand too.” 
 
    "I didn't!" Clive begged. "It wasn't like that." 
 
    "He's the reason you're standing here," Luther growled. "He's the reason I know what she did. Because I have to say, you all did a damn good job of covering it up. I didn’t have anything else that would have led me to you. So prove your worth. Show him what happens to those who cross the Harlequins. Prove yourselves to my crew. Prove that you're men who can own their actions. Who can face the consequences of their decisions." Luther gestured for us to approach Clive, but none of us moved.  
 
    The weight of the shovel in my hand was suddenly too much and I dropped it as I realised its purpose, shaking from head to toe. I wasn't a killer. And I wasn't a Harlequin. I was just a kid who did stupid shit, who wanted to be free and live with his friends, his girl.  
 
    "We didn't ask for this," I said, my voice harder than I expected and Luther arched a brow at me. 
 
    "Life doesn't give you what you ask for, Johnny James. You have to take what you want from it. And what you want, is for the girl to live. So here's your opportunity. Are you really going to waste it?" 
 
    My heart froze to a solid lump of ice in my chest as I shook my head in refusal of what was happening and suddenly Maverick, Fox and Chase were all walking away from me, throwing their shovels down and closing in on Clive, surrounding him in a circle. Maverick kicked him in the ribs and made him wail in pain. He looked to the others and they both fell on him too, beating him, kicking him, using fists and boots to maim and hurt. 
 
    "Please, I didn't mean it!" Clive screamed, tears streaming down his cheeks as he looked to Luther for mercy while trying to shield his head from the blows. But he was never going to get it. Luther was never going to call my friends off and they were really going to do this for Rogue. 
 
    "If it's not all of you, there's no deal," Luther's voice rang through the air and his eyes fixed on me. Clive was curled into a ball and blood was starting to pour.  
 
    Fox looked to me with a desperate apology in his eyes, but a plea in them too. He needed me to go over there. He needed me to do it for Rogue. And I'd promised her I'd do anything to save her. I'd just never considered it would be this. 
 
    Clive started crawling away between them and Maverick grabbed him by the collar of his shirt, throwing him back into the middle of the circle. Blood coloured his knuckles that the rain wouldn't wash away and suddenly they were all looking at me, all begging me with their eyes and I knew I couldn't run. There was no other option but this. For them. For her.  
 
    I picked up my shovel, my hands shaking, my body numb from the cold and my pulse thumping in my ears. I just needed it to be over. I needed the screams to stop. And as I stepped beside my brothers while they kicked and punched and beat Clive, I swung the shovel over my shoulder and it came down hard on the back of his head, silencing his screams. 
 
    I wanted that to be it, but fate wasn't that kind. 
 
    He jerked between us, still moving and bile rose in my throat as Chase and Fox started kicking him once more.  
 
    Maverick snatched the shovel from me, wielding it in a furious blow that spattered him and the rest of us in blood and it was finally done. 
 
    I fell on my ass in the mud, unable to move as I stared at my friends who'd been turned into killers. Who were painted in the blood of a kid who'd wronged us, but who hadn't deserved to die. 
 
    My heart was racing a mile a minute as panic welled up in me and I tried to scrub the splattered blood from my hands while shaking my head in refusal of what we’d all just done, trying to will it not to be real. 
 
    "You're Harlequins now. Blood in, blood out," Luther announced and those words seemed to echo right down into some eternal space inside me. "And if your girl ever comes back to Sunset Cove, this is what she'll get. If you try to hunt her down, I'll kill her worse than this. Worse than you can imagine. And I'll make sure you're all there to watch. Now start digging a hole." 
 
    Fox crouched down in front of me, cupping my cheek and smearing my face with blood as he frowned at me.  
 
    "Get up," he ordered me. "Get up, JJ." 
 
    Chase grabbed my arm and the two of them hauled me upright. Maverick nodded to me, his eyes filled with a chaotic darkness that made fear lick up and down my spine. Who even were we right now? 
 
    We moved beyond Clive's broken body and someone planted the shovel in my hand once more. Soon we were digging into the wet dirt, carving a hole into the mud that felt as deep as the wound in my chest. And all I could smell was blood and the rain and my dreams washing away with it all.  
 
    All because of one girl. A girl who needed to leave this town, and never, ever return. 
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    It felt like I'd been waiting for days, weeks, months.  
 
    My shitty old cell phone had died hours ago after I kept using it to light up the dark shack I'd been left to wait in and I was so cold that it felt like my bones were shaking.  
 
    The storm howled and raged outside, building up in intensity until I was certain it was a damn hurricane come to rip this place apart. 
 
    The roof did leak after all. Fat, cold drips of water splashing down from random places so that every time I moved to avoid them another one found me and rolled down the neck of my shirt, causing me to shiver even harder. 
 
    When I finally heard the sound of an engine outside, I didn't fully believe I wasn't just imagining things. Devil's Pass was blocked at both the top and bottom, so there shouldn't have been any way for a car to make it to this place. 
 
    "Rogue?" Fox's voice broke through my doubts and I scrambled upright on numb feet, fumbling with the door and wrenching it open at last to find all four of them standing there in the rain, waiting for me. 
 
    My boys. 
 
    A smile bit into my cheeks and I darted towards them with a surge of relief spilling through my limbs. 
 
    Maverick was the closest to me and I threw my arms around his neck, practically sobbing with the relief of seeing him. All of them. 
 
    "You came," I gasped, not that I'd ever really thought they wouldn't, but I’d been waiting so long that I’d been thinking up countless terrifying situations and freaking myself out over them. "What happened? What took so long? How come you-" 
 
    Rick peeled my arms off of him and pushed me back a step with a deep frown carving into his brow. "Rogue," he said roughly, none of the usual softness in his tone that he reserved just for me. "We need to talk." 
 
    Had those four words ever been followed by anything good in the entire history of the universe? I was pretty sure they hadn't, and my heart started hammering in my chest as I looked at the stern expression on his face then glanced to his left at Fox, Chase and even JJ who were all looking at me like...like... 
 
    "What's going on?" I breathed, the storm stealing my words and whipping them away on the wind as I ignored the way the rain was drenching me through, and my body was wracked with shivers.  
 
    My gaze fixed on JJ as he gritted his jaw, his fist clenching and unclenching at his side and making me notice the blood on his hands. As I looked between all of them, I noticed more and more of it. The rain was doing a good job of disguising it, but on the pale blue colour of Fox's shirt, the white leather of Chase's sneakers and speckled on all of them in various other places, I could see the deep red colour which could only be blood. 
 
    "J?" I asked, stepping towards him because he was always the one who wore his heart on his sleeve. He'd tell me what this was, he wouldn't be able to hide the truth, even if he wanted to. 
 
    JJ gave me a look filled with so much pain that it felt like it was cutting me open, his gaze flicking over my shoulder before dropping to the saturated grass at my feet like he couldn't bear to face me. 
 
    I turned to see what he'd been looking at behind me and spotted Fox's dad's black van beside a black BMW with blacked out windows and no way for me to tell who was sitting inside it. They’d carved a path here right across the grassy bluff where they must have cut off of the new road somewhere back beyond the trees. 
 
    "You're gonna have to leave town, Rogue," Chase said loudly, making me whip back around to face my boys and I nodded dumbly because I already knew that. I was leaving. We were all leaving. Together. Like they'd promised. 
 
    "Okay. Let's go," I said, my eyes darting between all of them as they remained rooted to the spot. 
 
    "Not us," Fox growled, his green eyes seeming almost black in the shadows cast by the storm. "You." 
 
    "But I... You said, all of you said-" 
 
    "It doesn't matter what we said. Those were the words of four boys caught up in a dumb fantasy about the men we wanted to become. But my feet were on this path before I was even born, there was never any turning away from it." Fox cut a look at the others which seemed to be commanding them to agree with him. 
 
    "This is what we were always destined to become," Chase added coldly and my frown deepened at the callous way he tossed those words at me. 
 
    "What is?" I asked. "What are you?" 
 
    "Harlequins," JJ muttered bitterly. "We're all sworn in." 
 
    "No," I said, shaking my head even harder. "That's not possible. The only way in is by paying with blood. I'm the only one of us who ever killed anyone. There's no way-" 
 
    "There is now," Maverick said darkly, flexing his fingers and drawing my attention to his split knuckles. 
 
    "How?" I breathed in horror. "Who?" 
 
    "That kid from the group home who was always following you about," Fox said with absolutely no emotion to his voice like killing someone was nothing to him. "The one who saw Axel drag you into his house and stood at the window watching him beat you and force you down and try to-" 
 
    "No," I denied harshly. "If Clive had seen me, he would have tried to help me. Surely he wouldn't have just watched-" 
 
    "He did," Chase interrupted. "He watched everything. Saw you kill that motherfucker. And then when the Harlequins came asking questions, he sold you out without even needing to be threatened." 
 
    "So we had to kill him," Rick growled. "To make sure he never squealed again." 
 
    "Because of you," JJ added bitterly and the look he shot me was like a stab to the freaking heart. Like he was blaming me for making him into a killer. Like he seriously thought I would have asked him to do that for me. 
 
    "I never asked any of you to-" 
 
    "You didn't have to," Fox said, stepping forward and looking down his nose at me, using every inch of his height to intimidate me. "That's the problem. You make us weak." 
 
    "I make you..." 
 
    "We risked everything for you," Chase added. "We put you before ourselves and could have been arrested for it. Or worse." 
 
    "I didn't want that," I breathed as their words finally started to sink in and I began to realise they weren't all about to crack a smile or tell me this was some big joke. They were being deadly serious. Whatever Luther had done to them had made them feel like this towards me. He'd turned them against me. The only people I'd ever had. The only ones I'd ever loved. "Please," I begged, not even caring if they saw how much this was hurting me. "You promised me you wouldn't leave me alone. Fox-" I reached out and caught his hand and for the briefest moment I thought I saw something soften in his gaze before it hardened to granite again. 
 
    "We're Harlequins now," he growled firmly. "And you're not. There isn't a place for you amongst us. You were just…a way for us to pass the time. A girl we could all try and win, but the game got old. We don’t need you anymore. We don’t want you." 
 
    "Fox," I gasped, my whole world caving in around me as my brain refused to accept those words.  
 
    "I got my dad to agree to let you live because of what we used to be to each other. But that’s it," he said. 
 
    "I...how can you all just stand there and say this to me?" I demanded, pinning each of them in my gaze one after another. "After everything we've been through, everything we are to one another. I don't understand." 
 
    "Everyone has to grow up at some point," JJ muttered, looking away from me. 
 
    "We chose to make something of ourselves rather than throw away everything we have here for you," Chase said with a shrug, but as my gaze met his, I could see the pain those words were causing him. 
 
    "Has Luther threatened you?" I asked. "Or me? Is that why-" 
 
    "He'll kill you if you ever come back here, beautiful," Maverick confirmed. "You can't ever come back." 
 
    "And we don't want you to," Fox added firmly. "So there wouldn't be anything for you to come back for anyway." 
 
    "What?" I asked but my voice was so small that I wasn’t sure it even came out. These boys were my entire world, they were all I had, without them I was nothing, without them I didn’t even know who I was. I could survive anything this fucked up world had to throw at me aside from losing them. If they really did this to me, it would break me in a way I'd never recover from. 
 
    "My dad has a guy ready to take you to Fairfax. There's a group home there you can stay in and you can start over. Find new friends. Do whatever you like," Fox said like this was nothing to him at all. Like I was nothing to him at all. I could see his father in him in that moment, the cold monster who ruled this town and had no mercy and nothing of the boy I loved. 
 
    "Please don't do this," I begged, looking between all of them. 
 
    JJ wouldn't meet my eye, glaring at the ground with his jaw set in determination and rain running through his black hair down over his cheeks.  
 
    Chase looked hard and stoic, but in his eyes I could have sworn he was breaking just like I was, though there wasn't a single thing in his posture that made me think he was faltering.  
 
    Fox was like a statue, cold and distant, his mind made up, the decision already dealt with. 
 
    Maverick was the only one of them who seemed like he might be on the edge of fighting for me. 
 
    I turned away from Fox to him, tears streaming down my face and mixing with the rainwater. 
 
    "Please, Rick, don't do this to me. It'll break me," I said, moving forward to grip his shirt in my fists and force him to face me.  
 
    "I'm sorry, beautiful," he murmured. "This is the only way." 
 
    I shook my head. "It's not. I could go now, let them take me to that stupid house and then...then you could come meet me and we could still run. I've got my phone, I can-" 
 
    Fox stepped up to us and caught my arm, running his other hand over the pockets of the sweatpants he'd given me to wear until he found my cell phone which he tugged out. 
 
    "No phone calls," he growled, looking me in the eye as he took the shitty thing between his hands and began to exert pressure. "No texts, emails or anything." 
 
    "Wait-" I lunged for the phone, but it shattered before I could grab it from him and he threw it in a muddy puddle without so much as a flicker of regret in his eyes. 
 
    For a moment I just stared at it with my mouth hanging open. I had no money, no way to replace that thing. Hell, I only had it in the first place because he'd been given a new one a few Christmases ago and had given me his old one. Without it how was I supposed to contact any of them? I didn't know their numbers by heart and it wasn't like I was going to be allowed to visit. How would I know when they were coming for me? Because this had to be an act, right? Because Luther was watching and it had to look real. But then why didn't they just say that? It wasn't like he could hear us out here in the storm while he sat in his van. 
 
    "You have to go," Maverick said, his eyes shining with regret but not a hint of weakness. He wasn't changing his mind, but he was the only one of them who at least seemed unhappy about it. 
 
    I threw my arms around him and hung on tight, sobbing uncontrollably now as I tried to figure out how the fuck this was happening to me. How could I be losing them right now? How could this be it? 
 
    "You promised," I breathed. "You promised I'd always have you." 
 
    Rick wrapped his arms around me and squeezed me tight, but Fox's hand clamped down on my elbow and he tugged me back. 
 
    I let go of Maverick, thinking Fox was about to embrace me too, but the moment I released him, Fox tugged harder, yanking me off balance and tossing me down in the mud at his feet. 
 
    The shock of my impact with the ground echoed right through my body until it was tearing cracks through my heart. No, not cracks, great uncrossable ravines full of darkness and pain which I knew in my soul were never going to heal over again. 
 
    My mouth fell open as I just sat in the mud, staring up at him, unable to comprehend how this was my Fox, my boys, all of them doing this to me. 
 
    JJ cursed and Chase hung his head as I just stayed there in the mud, crying and begging, not knowing what else I could do, not caring that they saw me breaking for them, just praying they'd realise I couldn't survive this. That I’d rather die than this.  
 
    "Leave her there," Fox barked, moving towards Maverick and gripping his arm as he turned him away from me. 
 
    And then they were all walking away and I was watching them with so much pain consuming me that I didn't even notice the man stalking over to me until he hauled me up and started dragging me away. 
 
    I kicked and screamed, reminded of the way Axel had overpowered me as I was dragged against the man's chest and I knew I needed to escape him more surely than I'd ever known anything in my entire life. 
 
    I thrashed and screamed, calling the boys’ names and pleading with them to help me as they all just piled into Luther's van without a word. 
 
    The guy holding me rounded to the trunk of his car and popped it open. 
 
    My screams intensified as I realised what he was going to do and I fought with all I had as he forced me into the trunk. 
 
    My gaze caught on JJ in the back of Luther’s van a moment before the trunk slammed closed over me and I was plunged into darkness where I thrashed and screamed and cried and kicked and no one came to help me.  
 
    Not Fox or Rick or Chase or JJ.  
 
    None of my boys came for me when I needed them like I never had before. And the weight of that betrayal settled over me so thickly that I was drowning in it. Never destined to see light or joy or happiness ever again.  
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    The journey back was completely, suffocatingly silent. But the sound of my heart breaking was louder than anything I had ever heard. It tore down the middle of me until I couldn't breathe. I didn't feel anything but pain. No regrets of killing that guy. No remorse over putting him in the ground. I didn't want to say it out loud, but Luther's words had rung true with me. Clive had fucked over our girl. He'd stood and watched while Axel had hurt her and had done nothing to help. He would have stood there and seen her life destroyed and I was fucking glad he was no longer drawing breath. 
 
    But Rogue...shit, I hadn't wanted it to be like that. I knew she had to leave, knew that everything was fucked, but watching her break had broken me too. Which was why I was going to go after her. Fuck this life. I wasn't staying. I'd always been an outcast in Luther's house anyway. I'd never been a real son to him, never been born to greatness like Fox. The only thing that had ever given me purpose was Rogue. And I'd die before I let her escape me. Seeing that asshole push her into the trunk of his car had twisted up my insides and I'd nearly unleashed the demon in me once more. I'd managed to hold myself back though. I might have been angry, but I wasn't stupid. 
 
    There was one thing I'd learned tonight that I couldn't unlearn. I could kill without blinking. I could do any unthinkable thing for the sake of my girl. And I would do it again and again until she was back in my arms. 
 
    Chase's shoulder pressed to mine beside me in the van and the silence between us all made my anger even sharper. Shouldn't we have been coming up with a plan? Why was everyone so fucking quiet? Part of me feared what was going through their heads though so I kept my mouth shut, not wanting to get them in trouble for knowing what I was gonna do. 
 
    Leaving my friends behind wasn't something I wanted. But if I could just get to Rogue, take her somewhere safe, then I could contact them. There was still a chance we'd all end up in our new life. I wasn't giving up. 
 
    The van pulled to a stop and the door opened. We were home, back in the garage and Luther gazed in at us with pride in his eyes. 
 
    "Chase, Johnny James, you can stay here for the night. Out you get." He beckoned us forward and Fox got out first and the rest of us followed. 
 
    JJ's face was cold and empty and my gut twisted for him. I hadn't wanted this fate for him. For any of us. But we’d had to do what it took to save Rogue. I just hoped he didn't blame her. That none of them did, because the hollow look in their eyes told me this was gonna impact on them forever. It wasn't like I was unaffected exactly, but I was more worried about my girl than some snitch in the ground. I'd always known there was something missing in me when it came to blood and gore. And I was glad of it now. My mind was clearer than theirs. I could focus on what still needed to be done and work out the details later. 
 
    "Strip," Luther commanded, heading over to a metal storage box and taking out a garbage bag. We all pulled off our clothes, dumping them into the bag, underwear and all then Luther jerked his chin at the door that led inside. "I'll dispose of these. You all head into the house and get showered. Fox, Rick, give your friends some clothes." 
 
    We nodded, none of us breaking the silence as we walked inside, heading upstairs all the way to the first level and Fox directed JJ and Chase into the guest bathrooms before looking to me. 
 
    "We have to do something, Fox," I whispered and he frowned, shaking his head at me. 
 
    "It's over, Rick," he said, his harsh tone making my breath catch. 
 
    He walked silently into his room before he kicked the door shut and I growled under my breath, pushing into my room and heading straight into the en-suite which was half the size of my brother's. I set the shower running then moved to the sink, washing my hands and face of blood before returning to my room and pushing the bathroom door shut. I hurried to my closet, dressing in some jeans and a black hoody before lacing on my Converse and grabbing the backpack I'd stuffed in here earlier after Luther had caught us. I checked my crypt key was still there before pushing another warm hoody into the bag for Rogue then put the bag on my back and headed to the door.  
 
    I cracked it open, the sounds of showers running reaching me from all along the hall and I took a heavy breath before stepping out and hurrying downstairs. This wasn't goodbye. I'd find a way to get us all together again. But there was no fucking way I was leaving Rogue to her fate. 
 
    The house was silent downstairs and I moved along carefully, gazing through the windows as I searched for any sign of Luther. I spotted him by the fire pit in the covered seating area out the back where the property led onto the beach and my pulse skipped as I quickly hurried in the opposite direction. I wouldn’t be able to get off of the property with my motorcycle because of the men on watch at the gate. So I ran flat out to the kitchen then unlocked the sliding door that led to the patio and pushed it closed behind me. The rain was cascading down on the pool, causing ripples and splashes all over it as I ran to the brick barbecue on the other side of it. I tugged up my hood as the rain beat down on me, gazing up at the tall wall that boxed this place in as I climbed onto the barbecue. 
 
    With a deep breath, I leapt for the top of the wall, catching hold of it and hauling myself up. I rolled over the top and dropped down the other side, my feet hitting soft ground as I landed behind some bushes. I pushed through them then sprinted up through the trees to the road. I needed to get to the highway and hitchhike, but it would take me half an hour to walk there on foot. I didn't know if that was long enough before Luther noticed I was missing, but I didn't have much damn choice. So I started jogging, the rain still hammering down, though not nearly as fiercely as it had up on Devil's Pass. 
 
    My heart clenched as I left my home behind, my boys. But I'd find a way to fix all of this shit. I refused to give up.  
 
    I'm coming, beautiful. Just hold on. 
 
    I was soaked through by the time I made it to the highway and started walking in the direction of Fairfax, holding my thumb out to the traffic as it sped past me, headlights flaring at me as cars zoomed by. Water splashed over my legs again and again and I cursed as I kept my thumb resolutely up and my hand became numb and the cold started to get its claws in me. 
 
    Come on, stop, assholes. One of you has to have a fucking heart. 
 
    Finally, a set of headlights flashed and the vehicle pulled over behind me. I jogged back towards it, squinting against the bright lights as hope filled my chest. I was really gonna pull this off. Find my girl, save her, hold her again and tell all the stuff I'd been too chicken shit to say before now. 
 
    The driver's door pushed open and a man stepped out, making my blood freeze. Luther came at me with a snarl on his lips, throwing a punch at my face that sent me sprawling onto the ground. I tasted blood and failure as I leapt back to my feet, desperate to run. But his hands gripped me and he wheeled me around, throwing me against the side of his truck. 
 
    "This is the biggest mistake of your life, boy!" he yelled over the raging storm, leaning down so he was right in my face. I still struggled, but he was stronger and he used the hard plane of his chest to crush me in place. 
 
    "Let me go!" I bellowed back at him. 
 
    "All you had to do was fall in line," he spat, rainwater flying from his lips to spray over me. "I made it easy for you. But here you are fucking defying me." 
 
    "Get off of me," I growled, shoving at him, but his grip was like a vice. 
 
    "Now you've gotta pay the price," he hissed. 
 
    "Don't do anything to Rogue," I begged, suddenly losing all fight as I remembered the words he'd spoken. The threat on her life if any of us went after her. "Don't touch her!" 
 
    His eyes narrowed and he suddenly yanked open the passenger door, forcing me inside the car and slamming the door. I dropped my pack from my shoulder, fumbling in my bag for the gun I'd stashed there earlier. I'd kill him, take his truck, get my girl. 
 
    Luther dropped into his seat just as I pulled it out and he lunged at me before I could get my finger on the trigger, knocking it into the footwell. He grabbed the back of my head and slammed my face down on the dashboard, blood pouring from my nose and my thoughts scattering as I groaned. 
 
    My pulse roared in my ears and pain was slicing through me that had nothing to do with my injuries. I'd failed Rogue. I'd lost her. She was gone and there was no way of reaching her. 
 
    I released a noise of anguish as hate and rage twisted up inside me, turning on the man who had taken me in. Who'd tried to raise me for his own purposes. But never stopping to ask what I wanted. Always ignoring my desire to rule in favour of the plans he had for his real kid. I was as capable as Fox to lead. I was just as strong, just as fucking good. But Luther had never even let me be in the running for top dog. All because of the blood that ran in my veins. It was bullshit. 
 
    "Fuck you," I cursed him as he swiped up the gun and he tutted at me, pressing the button to lock the doors before smoothing back his unruly blonde hair which had fallen over his face in the storm. 
 
    "Listen to me," he said in a calm, deadly tone which I'd noticed Fox had been perfecting lately too. It was the kind of tone that said you're fucked without having to shout or swear to drive the point home. "I can't let this go, Rick. You're a Harlequin now. You swore in. And there's rules I gotta abide by that are beyond even me." 
 
    "If you hurt her you're a dead man," I vowed on everything I was, staring him right in the eye. "You'll have to put me in the ground too if you touch that girl." 
 
    He nodded like he understood that and fear trickled through me at the thought that he just might pick that option and kill two birds with one stone.  
 
    "Here's what's gonna happen," he said eventually, my pulse feeling like it was going to burst my ear drums with how fiercely it was pounding in my head. "Someone's gotta take the heat for killing Snake Eyes," he said quietly. "Axel's body is with the Sunset Cove PD, it's outta my hands. So we need a fall guy and it looks like you just volunteered." 
 
    "What?" I croaked, staring at him as those words ricocheted around my skull. Fall guy?  
 
    He rubbed a hand over the stubble on his chin. "I'm a reasonable father, kid. But you're not just my boy anymore. You're part of my crew. And you've wronged me bad tonight. There ain't no two ways about it." 
 
    "You can't do this," I rasped. "I've been nothing but loyal to you!" 
 
    "Well that ain't exactly true, is it?" he growled, his eyes narrowing and they looked so much like Fox's for a second my hate extended beyond Luther to his whole fucking family. But then I pushed the thought away, because Fox wasn't like him. He'd always have my back. He'd give me an alibi, all my friends would.  
 
    I lifted my chin, a snarl on my lips. "You wanna send me to prison?" 
 
    "Juvie," he corrected. "Maybe a couple of years in there will straighten you out anyways because I'm tired of you fighting me, son. Maybe I'll pay your way out once you've got the message." 
 
    "I'm not your son," I snapped, my blood heating up, burning away the cold. "Never have been. Clearly I was just kept here to go down for whatever you want to save your ass and the ass of your real son from." 
 
    Luther lurched forward, grabbing me by the back of the neck and pressing his forehead to mine, looking me directly in the eye. "You will learn what it is to be a man one day, Maverick. And you will learn your value among my men too. I know your potential. You're not meant to lead the Harlequins, that's not what you're best at. If this is what it takes to teach you that lesson, then I'll pay the price." 
 
    "What price?" I scoffed, shoving him away and he just looked at me like I was a fucking dumbass. 
 
    "Put your seatbelt on," he commanded before indicating onto the highway, but I ignored him, gazing out the window at the rain, my heart fracturing into a thousand jagged pieces. No matter how long I looked for them, I knew I'd never fit it back together. Not even with all the kings horses and all the kings men.  
 
    Rogue was gone. Luther wanted rid of me. But he was still underestimating the depths of the bond I had with my friends. They'd get me out of this. They'd give me an alibi and then I'd find a way to run again and be with Rogue. I couldn't give up. Even now. Even though the world was crying and nothing felt right anymore. I will find a way. 
 
    Luther drove me home in stony silence and when we arrived back in the garage, he escorted me inside like a prisoner of war. 
 
    "Fox!" he roared as we stepped through the door, making my heart jolt in surprise. 
 
    Fox appeared from the lounge with Chase and JJ on his heels, all of them dressed in jeans and shirts, all of them looking scared shitless as they spotted me beside him. 
 
    "What did you do?" Fox demanded, his eyes full of fear. 
 
    Luther shoved me toward them. "Keep an eye on him, I need to make a call." He strode away down the hall and I hurried towards my friends as they stared at me with looks of betrayal. 
 
    "He's not gonna hurt her," I said quickly and Fox gripped my soaking wet hoody and tugged me into the lounge by a fistful of it. 
 
    "What did you do?" he growled again, getting up in my face this time. 
 
    "I went after her of course," I snarled, shoving him back a step. 
 
    "You idiot!" Chase barked. "He'll kill her, he'll-" 
 
    "He's not going to kill her," I snapped. "But he wants me to take the fall for Axel's death. Says I'm gonna go to fucking juvie." 
 
    "What?" JJ breathed, his eyes widening in horror. 
 
    Fox's throat bobbed and he took a step away from me, shaking his head. "Why would you do this? How could you be so fucking stupid?" 
 
    "I had to try!" I shouted, refusing to accept I'd done the wrong thing. 
 
    "No, you didn't," Fox hissed. "You selfish asshole, you risked her fucking life." 
 
    "I didn't, that's not how it was," I said, searching all of their eyes for an ounce of understanding, but I didn't find any. 
 
    "Look, I just need you guys to give me an alibi, buy us some more time-" I started but Fox's upper lip peeled back as he cut me off. 
 
    "No," he spat in an icy voice. "This needs to stop." 
 
    "We just need more time," I insisted, panic starting to grip me as I found none of the loyalty in their eyes I'd been expecting to see. We were brothers. They'd never let me down. But now, when it really counted, why were they all looking at me like that? 
 
    "How could you risk her life?" JJ whispered. 
 
    "You don't deserve our help," Chase said in disgust. "You deserve whatever you get!" 
 
    Anger flooded me at his words. "I just wanted-" I began, but Fox cut me off again and a growl left my throat. 
 
    "You wanted to do whatever you fucking fancied," he snarled, pointing a finger at me accusingly. "If we give you an alibi you’ll just go after her again and then he really will kill Rogue. You’re not thinking of her." 
 
    "I am only thinking of her!" I roared, but they all just started shaking their heads and turning away from me. "Wait," I gasped, but then a hand landed on my shoulder and I turned, finding Luther there, his eyes an endless void. 
 
    "Come on, the police are here," he muttered and I looked to my friends, but they weren't looking back.  
 
    My breaths came frantically and I tried to fight Luther off, but he hauled me down the corridor to the front door. They were here already? How could that be? I needed more time. I'd thought I had more time. 
 
    "No!" I begged him. "Don't do this. I'll take any other punishment." 
 
    "You won't learn," he said coldly. "You will never stop trying to find her until you learn." 
 
    "I won't!" I told him, but I knew he was right. I wouldn't stop. I would never fucking stop.  
 
    He pulled the door open and two cops stood there with curious expressions on their faces as Luther shoved me towards them. 
 
    "Here's your killer," he said. "He told me everything." 
 
    "Maverick Harlequin, you're under arrest for the murder of Axel Phillips," the big guy said.  
 
    "Fuck you!" I spat at Luther, venom seeping through my veins. "I'm not a Harlequin. I'm not your crew. I'm not your son. I'm not your anything!" 
 
    "Turn around and put your hands behind your back, kid," the cop demanded and Luther grabbed my shoulders, twisting me around and forcing me to comply. 
 
    I saw Fox and my friends standing in the hall behind him, watching as the freezing metal of the cuffs slapped around my wrists. 
 
    "I'll provide all the evidence you need," Luther murmured to the cops and I swear I'd kill him for those words alone. I'd destroy him for this and the whole lot of his fucking crew too. 
 
    The cops dragged me outside and I bucked and kicked and fought them, yelling my innocence, but my voice was lost to the wind. No one would come to save the orphan kid who'd been taken in by Luther Harlequin. I'd always been nothing to him, ready to be used and then cast aside for whatever the fuck he wanted. I was trash to him, and it looked like I was trash to my friends too. 
 
    I couldn’t even save myself with the truth. I couldn’t tell them what Rogue had done even if it had been self defence. Not after we’d covered it up and incriminated ourselves. I wouldn’t sell her out like the rest of them were selling me out. 
 
    I was forced into the back of the cop car and the door was slammed shut, securing my fate. I dragged in heavy breaths, trying to make my lungs work, but they wouldn't. I couldn't breathe, my head was spinning as my world caved in and I lost everything in one fell swoop. 
 
    Rogue was gone. My life was over. And I swore I'd get revenge for this. I would make it my life's mission when I got free. I would come back. I would fucking kill Luther and make him pay for everything he'd done. One day, somehow, I would find my girl. And no one would ever take her from me again. 
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    Four Months Later… 
 
      
 
    They aren't coming. I knew it that first day when I woke up locked in a room in a strange house and realised I must have been carried from the trunk of the car into this place. The last thing I remembered about being in that trunk was giving up on trying to fight my way out after kicking and screaming until my throat was rubbed raw and I was just left quietly sobbing with so many tears on my cheeks that they were red and sore from them, my eyes puffy and painful. 
 
    But I hadn't cried since I'd woken up that day. I hadn't spoken for a week either and then I'd had to because the witch running this place stopped feeding me until I would. Sandra made Mary Beth look like a saint. The kids who lived here weren't allowed in the main part of the house, only the designated rooms built onto the side of the building like some freaking shanty town which practically cooked us alive in the summer heat. 
 
    And now she wanted me to start selling drugs to the kids at the sorry excuse for a school I was forced to attend. She wanted to put me in the firing line for dealing and no doubt let me take the fall for it if I was caught. No fucking way. 
 
    That was it. I was done. Four months without a word from the boys I'd once called mine. Not a note, a phone call, or even an email sent to my account which I'd managed to access again in the school library. They knew where I was. I'd given them the benefit of the doubt, waited to see if there was some long game being played here. 
 
    But the only one who'd been played was me. 
 
    They made me believe I meant something to them. They made me think I mattered. They made me think they loved me. 
 
    And I sure as hell had loved them. But that love had been betrayed, rejected, cast aside. Just like I had. I guessed some lessons had to be learned the hard way because I would never give my heart to anyone ever again after them. I'd never cry over anyone and I'd never care for anyone like that either. I was done, broken beyond repair and sick of waiting on this half hope based on nothing that made me think they might be coming for me. They weren't coming. They'd forgotten me. And as much as I wished that didn't kill me, I died a little bit more every day when they didn't show up. 
 
    Tonight I was taking the few clothes I owned and leaving this shitty place. I would get on the first bus to arrive at the station and figure it out from there. If they didn't know where I was then I didn't have to face the agony of kidding myself into believing they were going to show up one day. 
 
    I was turning my back on all of it. All of them. 
 
    It didn't matter anymore anyway. 
 
    But one thing was for certain. My love for them had rotted in these past four months, decaying inside me until it felt like my heart was withering and all the love it held had festered into hate. And I hated the Harlequin boys unlike I'd ever hated anything in my entire life. They were a poison that had infected my veins and destroyed any good parts there were of me. If I never saw them again it would be too soon. 
 
    But if I did, if fate ever put me in their paths, then I was going to make them suffer for what they'd done to me.  
 
    Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned and all that. And I'd been burned four times over.  
 
    I breathed my hate for them.  
 
    I drowned in my hate for them.  
 
    And I'd bleed my hate for them too.  
 
    Fuck the Harlequin boys, fuck Sunset Cove and Sinners' Playground and all of it. I was done with them. 
 
    And I'd only go back there over my dead body. 
 
      
 
    _______________________ 
 
      
 
    Need to talk about that itty bitty cliff we just threw you off? Then join the Devil’s Pass Discussion Group on Facebook to vent your woes and prepare for the release of Sinners’ Playground.
  
 
      
 
    Preorder Book 1 in The Harlequin Crew Series now!  
 
    Sinners’ Playground will be out November 13th 2020 – read on to preview chapter 1 based ten years after this novella when Rogue returns to Sunset Cove… 
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    I’m not dead. 
 
    I gasped as those three words resounded through my skull and the memory of Shawn’s hands locked tight around my throat threatened to drown me in terror. 
 
    I’d seen my death in his eyes, watched as the bright blue colour of them seemed to flare with energy and excitement as he pinned me to the wall and choked the fucking life out of me. “Sorry about this, sweetcheeks. I’m really gonna miss that ass of yours, but I can’t have witnesses. You understand.” Those were his last words to me as I fought for my motherfucking life, thrashing and scratching and gouging at his arms as his grip never faltered. The last words I ever should have heard as he squeezed and squeezed until my ears were ringing and darkness closed over my vision and I fell into the deepest depths of oblivion. I’d thought I was dead. Hell, maybe I was.  
 
    But then why did my throat hurt so fucking much? My head was pounding and there was a heaviness to my body unlike anything I’d ever felt before. 
 
    I groaned as I opened my eyes but all that escaped my lips was a hoarse croak which felt like fire burning up my throat. Even with my eyes open, the darkness didn’t let up. It was pitch black and the air I sucked into my lungs was stale and left the scent of damp earth coating my tongue. 
 
    “Shawn?” I rasped, but it barely even sounded like his name and he was the last fucking person I wanted to see anyway. But my mind was a fog of confused, disjointed thoughts and memories and he was the only person my malfunctioning brain could latch onto right now. 
 
    I tried to lift my arm to push my hair away from my face, but I found it trapped against my chest.  
 
    As I sucked in another breath, some rough, scratchy fabric was drawn against my lips and my heart leapt in fear as I realised the heaviness I felt wasn’t in my body – it was on my body. 
 
    There was a weight pressing down on me, pinning my arms to my sides and trapping me in the dark. That damp earth smell surrounded me, drowning me in it and a croak of fear escaped my lips as a terrifying thought occurred to me.  
 
    I wasn’t dead. But I was buried. 
 
    With a cry of alarm which sent more pain through my tender throat, I yanked hard on my arms and I almost sobbed with relief as I managed to drag them up my body until I was shoving hair away from my face and pressing shaking fingertips to the rough material I’d been wrapped in. It felt like some kind of heavy duty sack or sheeting. 
 
    Panic dug its claws into me at the thought of being underground and a shiver of fear passed through my skin as I wondered how much air I even had left down here. Every breath I sucked in seemed thin, full of that damp earth scent which made me want to heave. But puking right now seriously wasn’t going to improve my situation and I really needed to improve my fucking situation, or I was pretty sure this dead girl was about to get a whole lot deader. 
 
    I pressed my palms against the sack in front of my face and tried to exert pressure against the weight above it as I began to wriggle my legs. 
 
    As the heaviness above me shifted, the weight on my chest suddenly increased and a hoarse shriek of terror escaped me as I started thrashing and kicking with more vigour. I cursed and kicked and clawed at the rough material which was wrapped around me until my fingernails managed to tear through it. 
 
    Cold, damp soil poured through the hole the moment it was created and I screamed a broken, shattered sound of pure terror as the dirt spilled over my face. 
 
    I kicked harder, clawing huge clods of dirt into my hands and somehow managed to shove myself into a vague sitting position as I tried to hold my breath, and dirt cascaded over me in a never ending torrent. 
 
    I scrunched my eyes up tight and fought with everything I had as I dug and crawled and fought my way towards the surface. 
 
    My lungs ached with a desperate, urgent kind of need and the fear pressed in on me almost as tightly as the dirt I’d been buried in. But just as my body felt ready to give out on me, my hand thrust through the surface and balmy air washed over my palm. 
 
    With a snarl of determination, I kicked harder, clawing the dirt away from me until I managed to push my head free of it and I sucked down a shuddering breath of relief. 
 
    I coughed and heaved as I pressed my cheek against the cool earth, still half buried beneath it and suddenly lacking in all energy as I just fought to calm my thrashing heart. 
 
    The dim, pale blue light of dawn fell through the trees which surrounded me and I slowly cracked my eyes open as I tried to get my bearings. The sound of gulls calling out to one another and the tang of salt in the air told me I was near the sea and I groaned as I tried to figure out how I’d ended up here. 
 
    But it was no good. The last thing I remembered was Shawn’s hands wrapped around my throat as he tried to kill me in his club. Then darkness. It had been night then…how many hours had it been? How long had I been underground? How close had I just come to actually dying? 
 
    I rasped out another groan as the pain in my neck drew all of my attention for a moment and the pounding in my skull had me praying for oblivion again. 
 
    With a curse that didn’t even sound like it was me speaking, thanks to the damage that asshole had done to my vocal cords, I dug my fingers into the ground in front of me and dragged the rest of my body up out of the dirt. It took way longer than I would have liked and I couldn’t help but think that I must look like some kind of undead asshole right about now. Or I would have if anyone was here to see me. But as I appeared to be slap bang in the middle of fucking nowhere, I guessed there wasn’t much chance of that. 
 
    When I finally managed to drag my feet free of the shallow grave my boyfriend had gifted me, I fell down onto my knees before collapsing to the ground and rolling over so that I could look up at the canopy of trees above me and lay there panting as tears pricked the backs of my eyes. But I wouldn’t let them fall. I’d cried my last tears a long damn time ago and I’d sworn never to let anyone get close enough to me to hurt me like that again ever since.  
 
    The Harlequin boys had broken my heart once and I had no intention of ever giving it out to anyone again. 
 
    The dirty, brown material I’d been buried in was still tangled around my legs and I tugged it off of me as I stood, clutching it in my fist as I looked down at it, wondering if I’d ever meant anything at all to the man who had killed me so casually. 
 
    I turned the torn piece of sack in my fist, frowning as I spotted a logo stamped across it, hidden within the mud that stained it. 
 
    Pappa Brown’s Russet Potatoes.  
 
    He’d buried me in a shallow grave wrapped in a fucking potato sack. Anger flooded through my flesh unlike anything I’d ever known at the fucking callous disregard that asshole had held me in. The feeling was quickly followed by disgust for the fact that I’d ever let that vile excuse for a man lay his hands on my body. But you didn’t say no to Shawn Mackenzie, everyone knew that. And I’d foolishly believed that being his girl would offer me some level of protection in these fucked up games I ran in, where men played at being kings and everyone died with a knife in their back in the end. 
 
    My mouth was so dry that my tongue felt swollen and the headache was making me feel dizzy as well as nauseous. I was coated in damn mud, my blue crop top and ripped jeans clearly ruined and my once white sneakers now very much brown. A quick swipe of my hand over my long, brunette hair told me that it was no better. 
 
    I swallowed against the lump in my throat and looked around for some sign of where I needed to go to get out of here, but there were just trees everywhere I looked. The ground sloped down to my right though so that seemed like the easiest path to take. 
 
    I stumbled downhill, my feet catching on roots as my tired limbs ached and the pain in my body threatened to overwhelm me. But I needed to keep moving. Had to get away from here and find somewhere safe so that I could figure out what the fuck I was supposed to do now. 
 
    The sound of the waves reached me and the light ahead brightened before I stepped out onto a white sandy beach, a sigh of relief escaping me at the sight of the ocean. Fuck, I missed it sometimes more than my own mother. I mean, my mother was a total bitch who I barely even remembered, so I missed my period more than her whenever I wasn’t on it, but still, the ocean held a special place in my heart unlike any other. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d been swimming in it though, let alone surfing.  
 
    I drew in a deep breath of the crisp, ocean breeze and looked out at the horizon for a long moment as I tried to process what had happened last night. But all that came back to me was that one, all important thing. I was a dead girl walking. And Shawn could never find out about that unless I wanted to live to see that fate brought to reality. Of course, if I managed to get to him before he got to me… 
 
    I shook my head before I got carried away and started thinking about anything crazy like revenge. I certainly wasn’t in any shape to be carrying out hits on gangster assholes right now anyway. And the leader of The Dead Dogs would be a damn difficult target to get close to. First things first, I needed water, food, clothes…money. 
 
    I dipped my fingers into my back pocket where I knew I’d had a twenty stashed and closed my eyes for a brief moment with a smile tugging at my lips as I found it right where I’d left it. That was something. Admittedly, not a whole lot. But it was a start. 
 
    Any normal girl would have been afraid right now, but every moment since the Harlequin boys had betrayed me, I’d been growing tougher like a rose growing thorns. I knew how to take things in my stride, even my own death. I was either one lucky bitch or the Grim Reaper had been preoccupied tonight and he’d come looking to claim what he was owed soon enough. I was banking on the former. 
 
    As I opened my eyes again, I turned first to my right and then to my left, looking out along the horizon for any sign of anything which might tell me where the fuck I was. 
 
    “Motherfucker!” I yelled loud enough to startle a couple of seagulls who had been fighting in the sand...oh wait, they were fucking actually and looking rather scandalised at the interruption, but that wasn’t the point.  
 
    The point, was that beyond the cerulean sea and the long stretch of white sand, far off in the distance lit up by the first rays of the rising sun, I could see a goddamn pier with a goddamn Ferris wheel parked up at the far end of it. Not just any pier and Ferris wheel either, oh no - that right there was what me and my former boys liked to call Sinners’ Playground. It used to be my favourite place in the entire world once upon a time. But the thought of coming back here now had me wishing Shawn had done a better job of choking me to death. My gut tightened and a lump of dread rose in my throat. 
 
    This place had been my home once. The only one I’d ever known. Where I ran the streets with the Harlequin boys at my side and the world seemed full of endless blue skies and a thousand possibilities. And look how quickly that had gone to shit... 
 
    Fucking Shawn in his final act of fuck you had driven me out here to bury my still warm corpse in a shallow grave in the one place in this world that I hated above all others.  
 
    If I hadn’t already wanted to kill him for putting his fucking hands on me, then I sure as hell did now. I was going to go ahead and slap a nice, big post-it note at the forefront of my mind holding a life goals to-do list and right at the top of it would be the words kill Shawn Mackenzie. It would have helped if he wasn’t the current leader of The Dead Dogs, the second biggest gang in the state, but I didn’t care. He’d bought his death with mine, I’d see to that even if it cost me all I had. 
 
    It was just a shame that right now, that was a sum total of nothing. Well…twenty dollars and the key I kept on a leather thong around my neck. 
 
    I sucked in a breath and quickly grasped at my shirt, right between my cleavage where the key always hung and relief filled me as I found it there. I wasn’t really surprised. Shawn had always called it my sentimental piece of crap so of course he hadn’t taken it. But that was just because I’d told him it was the key to my dead grandma’s liquor cabinet which I’d worn since her death to keep her close to my heart. Never had a string of bullshit served me so well. Because this key opened something far more precious than a cupboard full of booze. Even if my imaginary grandma had had expensive tastes. 
 
    My gaze strayed to the Ferris wheel in the distance again and I licked my lips, tasting damp soil coating them. 
 
    I used to think my life might just have been perfect. The Harlequin boys and me. One big, happy, unconventional, marginally fucked up family.  
 
    Maverick told me once that all four of them were in love with me. He said one day I'd have to choose between them and that would be the end of it all. Our happiness dashed to pieces by me choosing one of them and rejecting the others. 
 
    Little did I know that the end would come much more swiftly than that. The only kiss my boys had ever given me was the very same one that Judas offered up to the man he was supposed to love.  
 
    At least when your heart breaks at sixteen you learn that lesson well. I’d never trust the promises of anyone who claimed to love me. I’d never believe in anything other than myself. 
 
    When they’d cut my heart out and left me bleeding and alone, I’d done what any self-respecting runaway brat did best and ran the fuck away. But maybe it was time I stopped running. Ten years was a long time to bear a grudge and I still held the key to their dark, dirty little secrets. Maybe it was time I claimed what we’d locked away… 
 
    My fingers tightened around the key and I strode down the beach to the water. I needed to rinse the grave dirt off of me before I made any decisions. Because if I chose to let the Harlequin boys back into my life again, then I knew that I’d have to bring my A game. No falling for their bullshit, no listening to their sweet talk and no more talk of heartbreak – not even to myself. They could never know how much they’d hurt me that night ten years ago. How shattered my heart still was and how keenly that pain still found me when I thought about them. And over the years, that hurt hadn’t dulled a scrap. So it might just be time for me to pay them back for it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sinners’ Playground will be out on November 13th – preorder your copy here! 
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    And if you want to read more teasers of Sinner’s Playground and dive into the giveaway party on release day then come and join us in our tribe on Facebook. See you there! 
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