
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2020 Rachel Leigh

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without permission from the copyright owner,

        except as permitted by U.S. copyright law .The exception would be in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews and pages where permission is specifically granted by the author.

        For permissions contact: rachelleighauthor@gmail.com

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      

      

      
        
        This book contains mature content and is not recommended for minors.

        www.rachelleighauthor.com

        ISBN: 9798651935888

        Cover design by R.L Kenderson @ R.L Cover Design

        Editing by Fairest Reviews Editing Service

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Bonus Prologue

      

      
        Also by Rachel Leigh

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Claire

      I shift the old beater in drive and peel out as quick as I can, leaving a trail of smoke in my path. The smell of burning rubber fills the car, and it isn’t until I round the corner that the smoke diminishes. Behind me, just like my life—my past. A duffel bag rides co-pilot, along with the stash of money I was able to get from the safe. 

      It won’t be long until he’s on the phone with all of his goons, ordering them to search for his missing property—me. At least that's the way I’ve lived my life for the past few years, as a prisoner. His prized possession that he kept up on the shelf, out of reach, and displayed with the utmost prestige. 

      If I so much as wore the wrong color, he’d lose his fucking mind. I never went down without a fight, and when I did, I fought hard. I’m pretty sure that’s what he liked the most, feeling the wrath of my bitterness. He felt it alright, with the head of a golf club straight to his balls. I hit him so hard that he’s probably choking on them right now. 

      None of it matters anymore. 

      I drive for what feels like hours, though it was only two. Hopefully, those two hours have put enough distance between myself and the life I lived. I feel confident enough that it’s safe to pull into the next rest stop.

      I pull into the first space available, and my eyes search the parking lot, just to be sure he didn’t follow me. 

      The coast is clear.

      I reach over and unzip the black bag, pulling out my wallet and my ID with my new identity—Claire Hyland. At least the last name is new.  I’ve been working on the name for the past four months, with the plan to take off as soon as everything was finalized. It’s the only way I could leave and not be found. I still can’t believe Jorge pulled this off. The car, the room to rent, and the job interview. Apparently, he has some connections with a well-known family from Redwood. It just so happens that they were in need of an art teacher. 

      I’m forever in his debt. He’s my best friend and the only person who knows that I left, let alone, where I’m going. 

      I pull out the papers he printed for me about the job as I sit in the parking lot. 

      Redwood High School

      Long-term Art Substitute Teacher 

      I’ve never taught before. I don’t even like kids, let alone hormonal know-it-alls—but there isn’t much out there for someone with an Arts degree.  A temporary teaching position is the perfect way to live low-key, for now, anyway.
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      Knox

      My alarm goes off at exactly seven a.m. Just like every morning, I stretch my arm over the nightstand that holds my phone and slap it a few times until it stops. Hoping I hit snooze instead of stop. That happens at least twice a week, which then causes Mom to pound on the door. Either way, I always make it to class on time: the one and only perk of having your Mom as the new principal. 

      I close my eyes and try like hell to get five more minutes of sleep. Those five minutes do wonders, especially on a Monday morning. 

      The next thing I know, Mom is pounding on the door. “Knox, are you up?”

      “I’m up,” I holler back, as I reach for my phone. 

      7:40. Shit.

      I spring out of the bed at full speed and kick around some of the clothes on the floor, all of which were folded nicely in a pile at one point or another. Once I find the jeans I’m looking for, I slide them on over my boxer shorts then grab a couple matching socks from the floor and sniff em’ to make sure they smell clean. I yank down the first t-shirt I find in my closet then grab my phone and my bag and head out of my bedroom. 

      I hold the shirt in front of me, curious about what I’m wearing today. 

      Class of 2020.

      A Class with a Vision.

      It’ll do. I’m running late as fuck, and I don’t have time to change. I pull it on over my head, as I’m walking down the hall to the bathroom. 

      A quick piss, a brush of the teeth, and some cold water on the face and I’m on my way out the door. 

      I pull open the door to my Jeep and slide in, immediately starting it and rolling all the windows down. The breeze sweeps across my skin, cooling it on this hot spring day.

      I glance at the clock on the dash and already know that I’m not making it on time. The school is only ten minutes from my home, but the first bell rings in eight minutes. I floor it, trying to eat up some of the miles from here to there.

      I take high school much more seriously than most of my classmates. “It may be high school, but your choices today define your character tomorrow,” Mom often says. 

      I jog through the hall, sliding up tom my locker and almost passing it. Everyone is hurrying into their classes because the bell is going to ring in about thirty seconds. I spin the combination, drop my bag in and grab my art sketchbook and haul ass down the hall. Just as the door is about to close, I slip in. 

      Ms. Hyland gives me an eye roll and moves to the side, gesturing me toward my desk. I don’t even think I’ve seen her smile since she took over as our teacher in October, which was five months ago. We were all thrilled to hear that Mr. Mitchell was taking an early retirement; he was the king of asshole teachers. Little did we know, though, that Ms. Hyland was the female version, only hotter and much younger. 

      When I first laid eyes on her, I did what every other guy in this school did, I drooled. I daydreamed. I jerked off to the image of her in my head. Now, every time I do any of those things, I picture the scowl on her face when she said that she called the cops on us all. 

      It was Friday night, the last game of the season. Mom and Isaac, my future step-dad, were out of town, so I had a few people over. No big deal. It wasn’t a party, per say,  just a dozen of us having a fire in the backyard. I knew that Ms. Hyland was renting out the guesthouse from my neighbor and best friend, Blakely, while she was here. What I didn’t know, at that time, was how big of a stick the lady had up her ass. It’s like someone shit all over one of her paintings one day, and she’s never forgotten it. I do have to admit, she’s got skills with a paintbrush. That’s probably why Blakely was so willing to help her out. It has to be, because Blakely Porter isn’t kind to many. 

      “Dude, crank up the fucking music,” Axel shouted with his hand pumped in the air, while holding onto his beer, causing it to slosh all over Harper, who was standing next to him. 

      “What the hell?” Harper groaned, as she swings her arm in a swift motion, causing droplets of beer to fly into Axel’s face. 

      I watched them from across the fire, seeing flames in Harper’s eyes. It was just a week prior that she dumped him, and they've been bickering nonstop ever since. They’re about as toxic together as chlorine and ammonia. 

      “If you’d move your ass away from me then you wouldn’t have to worry about it.” He tips his beer back and finishes it off, tossing it in the pit and ignoring her death glare.

      “You’re an asshole,” Harper growled, as she tossed her half full cup at him and stalked off.

      Axel, unfazed, just brushed off his cheek with the back of his hand and paid no attention to the beer stain on his black shirt. “How about that music, Burton?” His eyes shot to me from across the fire. 

      “It’s loud enough. We don’t need to piss off the queen next door.” At the time, I was referring to Blakely—my best friend, and also my neighbor. At only twenty years old, she owns the big ass house next to us, as well as a historical art studio downtown. It was all handed to her, but that doesn’t mean she didn’t deserve it. She may be like family, but I’m the first to admit that getting on Blakely’s bad side is never a good idea. 

      Little did I know, Blakely was the least of my worries that night. 

      Taya came out of nowhere and gave me a nudge in the direction of the house next door. I looked over and there she was. Her hands stuffed into the pockets of a black robe that barely covered her red satin pajamas. She had to be on a mission to come to a high school gathering in her pajamas. My eyes popped, and I froze. The scowl on her face was enough to tell me how pissed off she was. 

      “Knox Burton, can I have a word with you please?” She looked straight at me. The flames in front of me distorted her face but didn’t begin to mask the anger in her eyes. 

      I tossed my full cup in the fire and a few people started to scatter and leave. I walked over trying to her trying to exude confidence.

      “It’s just a little get together. We’re not doing anything wrong here.” I stuffed my hands in the pocket of my jeans and gave her a smile in an attempt to calm her. In the end, I just pissed her off more. 

      “It’s one o’clock in the morning. I’ve been awake for the past hour listening to your lame music and hearing all your high school drama. The cops are on their way, so I suggest you stash your beer and send your friends on their way.” She then turned and walked away. 

      I turned and looked back at the house, and everyone was already gone, including Axel. That little shit. I knew they were all scared as hell of Ms. Hyland but some back up would have been nice. I didn’t even give her a second thought. I hurried into the yard and began picking up any evidence that minors were here drinking because Mom would fucking kill me. 

      I sat by the fire alone and waited, and waited, and waited. Thinking that any minute I'd see flashing lights come into view. I glanced down at my phone and realized it had been forty-five minutes. Either they were really busy tonight in the zero-crime town of Redwood, or she fucking played me like a fiddle. 

      I threw my head back and laughed. “Good one, teach.” 

      It was from that day on that I realized she was the ice queen. I avoid any confrontation outside of this classroom. After that night, I’m pretty sure she labeled me as a troublemaker. Even so, she’s well aware of my 4.0 and the fact that my mom is her boss. She’s just a temporary inconvenience in my life. At the end of the school year, I’ll never see her again. 

      I watch as she reaches in a black bag and pulls out an apple. She sets it down on the podium and takes a seat at her desk. “This is your assignment for the hour, sketch it. Papers on my desk at the end of class.” She doesn’t even look at us. It’s like we are all just a big fat waste of her time. Everyone does as they are told, but I sit there watching her, trying to figure her out. 

      Her strawberry blonde hair cascades around her face, as she looks down at some papers in front of her. Something startles her, and she lifts her pale face, as her pear green eyes catch mine. The light reflecting off them shows sadness. My heart drops deep into my stomach, and I’m as frozen as I was that night at the fire. Only this time, something is different; this time, it’s like she’s letting me see a part of her that no one else does—something less robotic, something vulnerable.

      Until she breaks our gaze and tells me to get to work before she goes back to grading papers. 

      She’s hot as hell on the outside, but inside, she’s ice cold.
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      Claire

      I’m five months into the school year, and I still haven’t fully grasped this whole teaching thing. Why couldn’t Jorge find me something with small children. High school students, really? It’s only been five years since I graduated, but nothing has changed. There are still the mean girls who sit in the corner and gossip, thinking they have the world in the palm of their hands. The jocks who think they own the mean girls. And, then there are the kids who really want to be here because they care about their education, but don’t have a leg to stand on because they get pushed around.

      For the most part, I keep to myself. I give the assignments, I grade them, and occasionally, I step in to stand up for those who do want to be here. As for the ones who don’t, I don’t have time for their nonsense. I’m too busy feeling on edge, as if Malcolm is going to walk through those doors at any moment. 

      The vibration of my phone inside the desk drawer startles me. I jump up with enough spring in my ass to catch the attention of Knox Burton. I glance over at him and see him watching me. Like he’s waiting for me to make some kind of move. I tell him to get back to work and slowly slide the drawer open, just enough to get a peek at the text. 

      Jorge: All is fine. It’s time to stop worrying. It’s time to LIVE. 

      It’s easy for him to say. He isn't the one living in hiding. If Malcolm even knew for a second how close Jorge and I were, I would have never put him in this situation. My first couple of months at Malcolm’s house were lonely. It wasn’t until my first assignment that Jorge and I grew close. He is the only blessing to come of this, and the one real friend who I was able to keep under the radar, and in the end, it worked in my favor, more than it did Jorge’s. I miss him like crazy. He really was my only friend in the outside world, even if he was on the inside. All of the others that I associated with during our hosted parties and events were all for show. They never gave a damn about me. All they cared about was being in the good graces of Malcolm Rossi. I don’t blame them, because they didn’t know him. They knew of his name, his reputation, and his power, but they didn’t know what happened behind closed doors. Sure, everyone has heard the rumors, but no one ever believed them enough to do something about it. Or God forbid, go against him. 

      I was the wife of a mafia billionaire. The lonely woman who was surrounded by strangers and often spent her days in her custom made art studio. I’ll never forget the first time I laid eyes on him. They burned into my soul, and I was scarred for an eternity. 

      “That’s a beautiful piece.”  A masculine voice echoed through me. His warm breath on my neck. 

      I stroked mint green in the waves of the sea. Ignoring his compliment. 

      “I’ve never seen anything quite like it.” He stepped in front of me, putting space between the canvas and me. 

      “You may want to move or your nice black trousers will have a lovely stroke of seaweed across your crotch.” 

      The bout of laughter that escaped him was almost sinister. I should have known, at that moment, when his dick instantly hardened right in front of my face that I was in for a long haul of trouble with this man. 

      Instead, I found myself sucking said dick in the men's restroom at the gallery, not even twenty-minutes later. Twelve hours later, I was waking up in the bed of a king. A buffet of breakfast in my lap and my own personal car waiting outside for me. From that day on, he owned me. And, he made damn sure that everyone knew it. 

      Sarai mio per sempre. 

      For the first month, I would drink those words up like a fine bottle of Chateau Mouton.

      You will be mine forever. 

      Wrong, Mr. Rossi. I’m free, and there isn’t a damn thing you can do about it. 

      My lips curl when I think of him losing his mind back home. Searching high and low, sending his men out only to have them come back empty-handed. 

      I gave up an unlimited supply of money for my freedom, and there’s no amount of money that would ever take me back there. I’ll substitute teach, wear department store clothes, and use handbags that don’t have a designer tag on them. If I allow myself, I think I can find happiness here

      I reach down into the desk drawer and send Jorge a quick text back to thank him. 

      It’s time to LIVE. 

      The words stick out like a sore thumb. Maybe he’s right. I need to let my guard down. I need to have a little fun. I was invited by some of the staff to have a drink after work. That would be a start. I haven’t even taken the time to get to know hardly anyone in this town. 

      I think it’s time to do just that. 
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      When the final bell rings, I grab my things quickly, but hold back until the hallway clears. I’d prefer to be the first one out the doors, but I also like to avoid any unnecessary socialization. I know that this job is my first step to independence that I’ve craved for so long. I should enjoy it more than I do. Art is a big part of my life and sharing with others should bring me happiness, but my time with Malcolm has forced me into solitude and it’s what I’ve grown accustomed to. Working with others, or even just talking  to people in general, is a skill that I need to work on.

      I’ve never been given the opportunity to be independent. Even growing up, Dad wouldn’t let me work because school was far too important, and God forbid, if my GPA took a slide down from a 4.0. Not that he was ever there to guide me much. Mom was. She was always cheering me on and supporting my dreams from behind closed doors. Which is exactly where Dad forced her opinions to stay. She was inferior to him, or so he thought. She was simply his doormat. When she passed away, I don’t even think he truly cared. He showed the emotions, but I never believed he felt them. Being an only child and him having an exponential need for control, I took Mom’s place as his stepping stone. Until, I left and never looked back. I made a promise to myself that I would never allow a man to control me the way my father did her. I broke that promise less than six months later. I was only eighteen years old, so what the hell did I know? When a gorgeous man with a jawline as sharp as an ice sculpture offers you the world and his heart in one breath, you take it. Little did I know, it came with a high price. One that I could never afford to give. 

      My life. 

      So, here I am broke and broken—but, independent. At least I’ve got that going for me. 

      When the classroom empties, I throw a stack of papers inside my oversized black bag and shuffle across the room to hit the lights. I stand at the door for a moment to give the students a chance to clear the hallway. I watch out the small glass panel of the cracked open door and see Knox Burton standing around with a few of his friends. Axel begins to unravel the white bandage that he has on, and I gasp when I see his bruised and battered knuckles. 

      “It’s going down this weekend.” Axel nods with a smirk, staring down at his hand, as if he’s pleased with himself. “Two weeks, though. That’s when the real fun begins. Those fuckers will never know what hit them when Knox steps in the cage.” 

      I assume they are talking about fighting, and I’m not surprised, nor do I care. 

      “I still don’t know about this.” Knox inhales deeply, raking his fingers through his golden blonde hair. 

      “You.need.to.chill.” Axel slaps his back with his good hand, “You’ve got this. You’ve been training for months. Shane wouldn’t put you in if he didn’t think you were ready. Unless..” he pauses, “Unless you’re scared.” 

      “I’m not fucking scared,” Knox spits. “I just like this pretty face too much to fuck it up.” He brushes his hand against his cheek. “I also like the idea of graduating high school and going to UCLA. The last thing I need is a record for illegal…”

      Just as I begin to move away from the door, my stupid ass kicks it, causing it to latch. All eyes shoot to me as I make a quick attempt to hide, by slamming my back against the classroom wall. 

      I don’t even know why the hell I’m hiding. 

      Why am I hiding? 

      They’re just kids. 

      I hear footsteps coming closer and swallow hard when I watch the handle turn. The door pushes open. I spread open my bag and pretend that I’m searching for something. I pull out my keys and look up when Axel’s eyes meet mine. 

      “Everything ok?” he asks, with his head cocked to the side. A devious grin on his face. 

      I take Axel to be the leader of their group. He’s loud, he’s defiant, and he’s always cracking jokes at the expense of other students. His sleek crow black hair is slicked back against his ghostly skin, and his eyes are as dark as the color of coal. The veins pop out of his toned forearms that are braced on each side of the open door frame. 

      I unglue my gaze and search for words. “Everything is fine. Just searching for my keys.” I choke, dangling them in the air, as they clank together. I look to the doorway that he’s blocking, and my eyes turn as I wait for him to excuse himself. 

      He straightens up and presses his back to the door, gesturing for me to exit. I take a deep breath and slither past him awkwardly. I’m not sure what he thinks I heard, but the intimidation I feel right now leads me to believe it was something he didn’t want me to. The word illegal replays in my head as I look to Knox. His blue eyes catch mine, and my heart sinks deep into the pool of my coffee filled stomach. I hope he isn’t letting these boys drag him down. I know his mom, and she’s mentioned a time or two what a bright kid he is. 

      Maybe she’s just as naive as I am because, by the sounds of it, her son is up to no good.
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      Knox

      We all stand by idly until Ms. Hyland is out of sight. She gives us one last glance over her shoulder, before she rounds the corner to exit the school. 

      “Think she heard?” I ask the guys, still staring at the empty space that she once filled. 

      “Fuck that lady.” Axel growls, as he flexes his injured hand.

      “You wish.” Kip laughs. He slams his locker shut, and we all begin walking toward the main doors. 

      “I could totally bag Ms. Hyland. She’d be all over this.” Axel smooths his hand down his chest with a smirk. 

      They both start laughing, but I refrain. I don’t find it funny. Maybe it’s because she might actually do it. I’ve seen her cheeks flush in Axel’s presence. Just like every other girl in the school. Girls fall over their feet for him, and the guys make a path for him. Axel is my best friend in the world, but he’s the biggest asshole I’ve ever met. Apparently, it works for him. 

      The thought of Axel and Ms. Hyland makes my blood boil. I can feel the pressure rising, as my cheeks begin to burn. 

      “Prove it,” Kip retorts.

      A devious bout of laughter erupts from Axel. “What’s in it for me?”

      “How about the satisfaction of bagging the hottest teacher in this school? Bragging rights. What more could you want?” Kip says, as he pushes the doors open, and we walk out into the dry sunshine. We’ve been in a drought, and the temperatures have been unusually high for this time of year. “She’s pretty hardcore, I don’t think you have a chance in hell.”

      “You definitely have no chance in hell.” I step in, voicing my opinion. Even if it may be a lie. I don’t think it would be easy, that’s for sure. But, with a little persuasion, he may have a chance. She seems lonely, so she may welcome the attention. “Why are we even talking about this?” My tone shifts. He can’t really be considering it. 

      “She looks like someone who needs a little dick. Maybe it’ll loosen her up a bit. I mean, it’ll definitely loosen her up because this cock,” he gestures towards his crotch, “is fucking huge.” 

      “Just drop it. You aren’t fucking our art teacher. Move your focus on someone who may actually give you a chance, like Harper.” I reach for the driver’s door of the car and look at Axel and Kip who stand on the other side, waiting to get in. 

      He may actually have a better chance with Ms. Hyland than he does with Harper. They dated for three months, and she didn’t even slip him the tongue until a week before they broke up. Her legs are tightly closed, and every guy knows it. She’s one of the good girls, one who prides herself in waiting for the right guy. She’s proud of her choices, and she doesn’t use her body as a tease. 

      Kip laughs. “He’s got a better chance of fucking you than he does Harper Ambrose.” 

      “Shut the fuck up and unlock the door,” Axel snaps. He’s still got a soft spot for Harper and doesn’t even like her name being mentioned, since she dumped him. He’s never taken to any girls in this school. Emotion isn’t something he does well, but Harper was different. She got to him. And then she broke his black heart. 

      I tap the unlock button, and we all climb into my car. “Fuck it, I’ll do it.” Axel shrugs casually. Like it's no big deal that he just decided he was going to try and sleep with our teacher.  A woman who is probably ten years older than us. 

      “Like hell you will,” I snap, unexpectedly. I stick the key in the ignition and start it. I roll down all the windows, and Axel, who is riding shotgun, cranks up the music. 

      “How about a little wager,” he says to me, before he turns back to Kip. “You want in on this?”

      “Not a chance in hell.” He shakes his head. “High school girls scare me. Grown women with big,” he shakes the invisible jugs in front of him, “uh uh. Nope.”

      “I’m not in on this either. You have something you think you need to prove to yourself, that’s on you.”

      “Alright, here it is. I bet I can bag her within the next month.” Axel slaps the back side of his hand into my chest. “By then, Ms. Hyland will have felt her world shake beneath my body, while I fuck her brains out. When I do, you will continue to fight, even once our arrangement is over.” Axel lifts the lever, and his seat slides all the way back. He pulls on his black shades and crosses his arms behind his head. 

      “You really have lost your damn mind. Besides, we are leaving for UCLA right after graduation.” I shake my head, reaching over and knocking his feet off my dash that he so comfortably just propped up.

      “Correction. You are leaving for UCLA. I’ve decided not to go to college. When I do this, you stay in the ring until you leave.”

      “Wait a minute. What the hell do you mean you decided not to go? Dude, you are the smartest kid in the school.” It’s true. Axel is a goddamn genius. He may not use all his brain cells, but he’s definitely got them. 

      “I’m not going. End of conversation. So, we got a bet?” 

      Kip positions himself between the two front seats. “Yes, you do. I can’t wait to see how this plays out.” 

      “Don’t feed into this, Kip. It’s ridiculous.” 

      “The fact that you two are even talking about this means that you know I’m about to stick my dick in Ms. Hyland.” Axel tilts his glasses and looks back and forth from Kip to me with a smirk.  

      “Alright, deal.” I stick my hand out to Axel, and he shakes it, but I feel like I just made a huge mistake. 

      “And when you don’t, I want your signed ball by Aaron Rodgers, Ax.” Kip’s eyes widen with excitement. Like it’s Christmas morning and Santa just left him every toy he’s ever wished for. 

      He’s got a chance to get whatever we want from one of the wealthiest kids in this town, and Kip wants a signed football. I shake my head in laughter. 

      “What? It’s a good call. I want it.” Kip throws himself back into the seat with a smile plastered on his face.

      I continue, “When you do not sleep with our art teacher, I want out of the contract.” 

      Axel tears his sunglasses off of his face. “No, hell no. That’s part of another deal. We signed that contract in blood.” 

      “Yeah, my blood.” I raise my voice.

      At the end of last summer, Axel started a small little fight club in one of his dad’s abandoned buildings, just outside of town. Since then, it’s grown into this big event that everyone looks forward to on Saturday nights.  Ever since it started, he has ate, slept, and breathed for this place. It’s like he’s addicted. Fighting has never been my style, and I never planned on participating. I’d go watch the fights just like everyone else. There are about two dozen guys from the local schools in the area who fight on alternating weekends. It’s not as bad as it sounds. There are rules, but it’s also risky as hell. 

      It wasn’t until a couple months ago that I was thrown into this mess.

      That one night changed everything. 

      I was sitting by the fire, waiting and waiting for the cops to show up. Which, they never did. I was pissed off at the new neighbor and made my way to the stash of alcohol that I hid in the garden shed. Everyone had left, and my parents were gone, so I indulged—a little too much. The whiskey was going down smooth, and I don’t even like whiskey. I just kept thinking about how this lady ruined our night and how everyone bailed on me. 

      Then I got a call from Talon, Blakely’s brother. He’s had a hard go at life and no matter how hard Blakely tried to keep him out of trouble, he always found his way back in. He had taken off from a party and was wandering the streets, drunk as shit, and needed a ride. It was either I let him get picked up by the cops, or I go pick him up myself. Against my better judgement, I went and picked his ass up. I didn’t think I was that intoxicated, but just as he climbed in the car, everything started spinning. I ignored the effects and drove anyway. Two minutes later, I found myself in a ditch and up against a tree. We weren’t hurt at all, but my car was. I knew that the only person who could get me out of this mess and hide the evidence from my parents was Axel. Sure enough, he came to the rescue. He put up the money to get the car towed and paid triple the amount to have it fixed before Monday morning. I made up some lame excuse when Mom came home. Told her that I left my car at Axel’s house and I’d get later because I wasn’t feeling good. Thankfully, she bought it. 

      I paid for it. 

      Axel has selfish tendencies. He doesn’t do much of anything for anyone without a price. I’ve always known this.  I knew the minute that I called him for help that I was going to be in his debt. He will give his friends the shirt off his back in a heartbeat, but we pay for it in the end. I guess it’s his asshole way of helping others and helping himself at the same time. 

      Our agreement was three fights. My first one is coming up in two weeks. He pays for the training and provides the space. Students bet on the fights and make money, and we pay for it with our blood and sweat. It doesn’t hurt that we get a couple hundred bucks each fight, and even more, if we win. 

      “Like I said, it’ll never happen, so if calling it a bet makes you sleep better at night, have at it. But, I’m getting out of that contract when you lose.” 

      “So, you’re saying we have a bet?” Axel looks to me for the words. He’s loving this. Competition is what motivates him in life. He loves to win. Unfortunately for him, this time, he will lose.

      “We already shook on it, fucker.” I keep my eyes on the road and don’t even look over at him. I already know he’s grinning in delight.

      He kicks his feet back up on the dash, and this time, I don’t knock them down. 

      All I can think about right now is how he is going to try and sleep with Ms. Hyland, and I’m not sure how I feel about that.
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      Claire

      I pull into the driveway of the Porter’s house and lean back in the seat of my rusted out Volvo, closing my eyes before getting out. Blakely Porter, who runs an art studio in town, was kind enough to let me rent out the guest house here. Jorge has some kind of connection with her and her family and took care of it all for me. It’s a beautiful place. It has everything I could possibly need. The only thing that it lacks is the comfort of a home. I eat here and sleep here, but I’d hardly call it my home. For the past five years, I haven’t had one of those—I’m not sure I ever really have.

      I open my eyes and lift my head, when I catch the landscaper trimming the row of crimson fire bushes that line the front of the house. My mind drifts to a dark place, as I remember the first time my eyes caught sight of Malcolm’s landscaper. I smile at the memory, until I remember the last. I should have known better than to think that I could ever find love and keep it.

      I take a deep breath and reach for the door when my phone beeps. I glance at the screen and read the text, without even opening the message. 

      Mr. Jones: Drinks at 5 at Scotty’s? We’d love to have you.

      I grab the phone and stuff it into my bag and climb out of the car. Making my way down the path that leads to the guest house. I don’t even make eye contact with the tan skinned lawn boy who is sporting a dirty white t-shirt with cut off sleeves. 

      It’s hard not to miss the attention of a gorgeous man. Malcolm showered me with attention, made me feel worthy—beautiful, inside and out. Until everything changed. It was like a switch went off, and suddenly, I wasn’t his teammate; I was his property. When that flame fizzled out, I was more desperate than ever to find someone who needed me as much as I did them. That’s when I met Ezra, the landscaper. He was a beautiful, poetic soul. So gentle, and soft spoken. We made plans to leave together and start our life. What a life that would have been.

      That was two years ago, but it feels like yesterday. 

      I walk inside the quiet house and toss my bag onto the black suede sectional that sits in the center of the open room. I can’t complain much about my living quarters. There’s a small kitchen to the left with stainless steel appliances that I have yet to use. I have a few waters and some yogurt in the refrigerator. I don’t even know how to cook. I usually get takeout, unless Esme, the housekeeper at the main house, brings me dinner. 

      There are a couple steps off to the side that lead up to a single bedroom and bathroom. It's quaint and peaceful. 

      I lean over the marble countertop and stare at my phone.

      Just go, Claire. 

      I draw out a sigh, and next thing I know, I’m responding to Mr. Jones.

      Me: I’ll be there.

      I hit send, before I have the opportunity to change my mind, and slide the phone across the counter, out of reach. 
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      I park along the strip where a few stores and the pub are connected. It reminds me of something I’d see in a small town Hallmark movie. The sidewalk is doodled in colorful chalk and a couple of kids are running in and out of a salon that is right next door. I smile at the curly haired blonde, as she pokes the little boy, probably her brother, and takes off running, leaving a trail of her sweet giggles. 

      Taking a deep breath before going in, I grab the chrome handle of the large wooden door and pause, my anxiety getting the best of me. Before I can even take a moment to give myself one of my little pep talks, the door swings open, full force, almost knocking me on my ass. If I had been an inch closer, I’d be walking in with a bloody nose or a goose egg on my forehead.

      “Oh shit, Claire, are you ok?” A familiar voice reaches for me, as I stumble back a few steps.

      “Mr. Jones. Hi.” I catch my balance and smile. “No harm done.” 

      The door closes with a thud, “Please, call me Zeke. Mr. Jones is reserved for the students.” He flashes his perfect white teeth. “I was just walking over to my car. I can’t find my cell phone anywhere.” He pats his pockets. 

      I stand awkwardly with my hands folded together and dangling in front of my blue skinny jeans. I’ve always been socially awkward, so it’s nothing new to me. I either don’t speak out of fear of saying too much, or I say too much out of fear of not saying anything at all. Right now, it’s the former. 

      “Would you like to walk with me?” His fingers rake through his black hair, peppered with grey streaks. 

      “Umm, sure.” I shrug, stuffing my keys into my faux leather purse. Against my better judgement, I left all of my valuable possessions at the estate. I don’t need them anymore.

      “It’s just down here a little bit.” He points past a row of cars that line the street. “How are you liking Redwood so far?”

      It’s boring. I hate teaching. The kids act like a bunch of entitled little shits. 

      “I love it.” I blatantly lie. 

      “We’ve got some good students here. I see so much potential in each and every one of them.” 

      “Mmhmmm.” I nod in agreement. 

      Just as he directs us around the corner and approaches his silver pickup truck, I catch a glimpse of a boy walking towards us. 

      Knox.

      Only he doesn’t seem as tense as he was when I saw him after class. Instead, he’s sweating profusely, as if he just ran miles to get here. It’s very possible that he did. It’s obvious that he works out, with his muscles straining against the fabric of his black t-shirt. 

      “Hey, Mr. Jones.” He gives him a bro tap on the back. “Ms. Hyland.” His eyes meet mine, but the tone in his voice shifts to something more demeaning. 

      Knox and I didn’t get off on the right foot. It’s no secret that I like my privacy, and I enjoy the quiet. He gives me neither. 

      I’ve caught his stare from his bedroom window that faces the guest house. I also hear the noise every single time his parents are away. Whether it’s for a night, a weekend, or even just an hour. As soon as they leave, that awful music breaks through every wall of the house. 

      “Hello, Knox.” I reply, looking into my purse and pulling out my phone. I fidget with it a little bit, as if I’m reading invisible text messages from all of my nonexistent friends. 

      Zeke reaches into his truck. “Ah ha.” He holds his phone in the air. He walks back over to the sidewalk, and we head back to the pub. 

      “Working tonight?” He turns his head, looking behind us, as his attention shifts to Knox. 

      “I am. Gotta make that money for rent when I leave for college.” 

      I almost feel guilty for my bitter thoughts toward him. He works hard at his schoolwork, holds a job, and still makes time for sports and raging parties on the weekend. I try so hard not to judge others, but being back in a high school reminds me of my four years in one. I hated guys like him when I was in school. The ones who think they are better than everyone else. The ones who wouldn’t even give a second look to the pale, skinny girl because she wasn’t a cheerleader or didn’t belong in their circle. 

      After an awkward silence among the three of us—the only sound being the thudding of footsteps on the pavement, we finally walk into the hazy establishment. It’s exactly what I pictured in my head. A little hole in the wall pub. Stools line the bar, an old jukebox sits in the far corner next to a couple of pool tables, and booths line the opposite wall. The center of the room is filled with tables, and there is an open space in front of a stage, likely a dance floor. 

      “Does he work here? At the bar?” I question. It doesn’t seem likely that a high school student would be serving alcohol. Then again, what do I know. 

      “Yeah, Knox has been washing dishes here since last summer. Nice boy.” 

      “He sure is,” I agree, again.

      I’m not usually so passive, but I’m not given much choice. If I start voicing my opinion around here, I’ll be forced to skip town next week. If anyone really knew the thoughts in my head and how much I despise things like small talk and pity, I wouldn’t stand a chance here. 

      The cards I’ve been dealt have made me a bitter and angry person. The thing is, I have no one to blame but myself. That’s the most painful part of all. I’m my own worst enemy. Aren’t we all?

      I purse my lips together, as I fight back the urge to just breakdown. The depression looming over me, almost sucks the air right out of my lungs. Loneliness in a room full of people. Kind people at that. Ones who try to befriend me and have invited me to come here with them for weeks. I’ve always made some lame excuse. It’s not the fact that I am probably the youngest of the staff at Redwood High. Or even that I am just a long-term substitute. It’s my fear that if I get too comfortable, I’ll endure the pain of having to pull my roots up and leave. It’s also my inability to socialize. It’s my fear that every time I hear the sound of a door opening, I jump. It’s also because I feel as if I’m living a lie, and if I take down my walls, if I let people in, we will all burn. Maybe not tomorrow, maybe not next year—but someday, he will find me. I just haven’t decided yet if I’d rather end my life or die a thousand times as his prisoner. 

      I follow Zeke over to a few of the staff members. Kari, the senior English teacher, is seated between a man I don’t know and the PE teacher, Matt Wright. 

      Matt waves us down. “Claire. You made it. Go ahead and take a seat, first drinks on me.” 

      “I found Claire, here, at the door.” Zeke hooks his arm around my shoulder and pulls me in, as if we’re old friends. “She took a stroll with me to my car.” He holds up his phone, pleased with himself. “Found it, right where I left it.”  

      Suddenly, feeling intensely uncomfortable, as all eyes are on us, I can’t help but wonder what thoughts are going through their minds. Do they think that Zeke and I have something going? 

      The bartender makes her way over, and I could hug her for her perfect timing. “I’ll have a glass of Dom Perignon, please,” I blurt, without even thinking. It's a habit. It’s my favorite. And, it’s far too expensive for a substitute art teacher to be ordering. 

      “Aha,”  Matt points his finger at me with a chuckle, “good one.”

      I giggle, nervously, in return. He thinks it was a joke. “Kidding. He said he was buying, so I had to get his heartrate up there a little bit.”

      “My morning job and a school full of teenagers did that enough today.” He tips back his bottled beer.

      “I’ll just have a glass of your cheapest champagne.” I take a deep breath, and on the slow exhale, the large wooden door creaks open. I turn my head instantly, my pulse remaining at a surprisingly normal rate. 

      Closing with a thud, Axel Thorn walks in with his crew behind him. Hearing the drawn out sighs from the company beside me, I assume that they have just as many daily encounters with this boy as I do. Mine, being more on the intimidated side versus the authoritative. 

      “Hey,” his voice is buoyant, yet sarcastic at the same time. “If it isn’t the selfless souls who teach me about pertinent information for a living.” 

      There it is. This boy is a spitfire. He just has to use words he probably doesn’t even know to make himself feel superior. 

      All four of them fill the empty seats beside us, and just my luck, their leader has to be right next to me. The bartender returns with my drink and sets it down on a white square napkin. I thank her, although she acts as if she didn’t hear me. Her eyes are zeroed in on the newcomers. 

      “Axel, you know you can’t sit at the bar. I don’t know how many times we’ve been over this. Kip and Luke, yes. You two,” she points to Axel and Bryant. “You two have to sit at a table.” 

      Like a hyena, he starts laughing hysterically, then his hand lands on the bar, startling me. Not in an angry way, but in a way to get the attention of everyone sitting here. Even Knox has come out of the kitchen at this point. “Honey, I don’t know how many times I’ve had to tell you, this is my bar, and I can sit wherever I want.” 

      His bar? Is this kid on drugs? Now that I think about it, it’s very possible. Maybe that’s why he is always so happy and angry at the same time, walking around like he owns everyone and everything in this town. Like we all owe him some sort of bow when he walks into a room. 

      Zeke stands, as his stool slides behind him in a swift motion. “Son, just do as you're told. You can’t sit up here until you’re eighteen. She doesn't make the rules.” He walks over and places a hand on his shoulder, and Axel senses his need to make him obey. 

      “I’m not your son, get your hands off me.” He nudges his shoulder until Zeke’s hand falls freely. “I’m not sure if you’ve all forgotten, but my dad owns this place, just like every other establishment in this town. Hell, he pretty much owns every single one of you.” He turns his head, and his eyes meet mine. A sour feeling pools in the pit of my stomach. “Except for you,” he swipes his thumb under my chin with a devious smirk, “not yet, anyways.” 

      Disgust. That’s what I feel. This kid is disgusting to think that he can use the power of his parents and their money to manipulate people. I’ve known far too many people with his same repulsive attitude. 

      I turn my head away from him swiftly, killing the idea in his head that he will ever have any power over me. Although, I’ve probably already given it to him with my submissiveness towards him in class. He knows my weakness, and he uses it to his advantage, just like Malcolm does.

      I take a sip of my much-too-bitter champagne and rub my lips together.

      At this point, Zeke pulls Axel away to the center of the pub and is gritting his teeth, while speaking to him in a demeaning voice. The others just sit there quietly, as their leader is getting a lecture on respect and laws. I just ignore it. I didn’t come to this town for drama. I’ve managed to stay away from it up until this point. Now, I imagine everyone will be talking about Axel’s anger and daddy issues—whatever his problems are, and I’ll have to sit back and listen to the gossip. 

      This is why I avoid people. This is why I have no friends, no life.

      I snap out of my slumber and realize that I’ve shredded the white napkin in front of me like a bored child. Dampened pieces lie in a pile beneath my fingertips. I look up abruptly to see if anyone has noticed, but they’re all engaged in their own conversations. Except for one person. Knox Burton is standing at the doorway to the kitchen, arms crossed over his chest, as he leans against the doorframe, watching me. He doesn’t roll his eyes or turn away. His eyes just bore into mine, as his mouth slowly curls upward. The sourness in my stomach dissipates, and it’s suddenly filled with a new feeling, a giddiness. I break the gaze and take another sip of my champagne, licking a drop of the bitter liquid from my bottom lip. I look back, and he’s still there. Instead of looking away, I surprise myself. 

      I smile back.
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      Knox

      The sound of the water running in the kitchen reminds me that I left the sink running. 

      Fuck. 

      I drop my arms from my chest and turn around quickly. Hurrying over to the large stainless steel sink. Soap suds begin to pool over the top, dropping to the floor. I just about slip and bust my ass but grab a hold of the counter to brace myself. I reach into the sink to pull the drain, without even thinking, and shriek as the scalding water burns my bare arm. 

      I give my arm a shake, as the suds fly off and wipe my arm across my t-shirt. If it weren’t for the fact that I need the money for a house in LA this summer, I’d quit this job in a heartbeat. It’s not that Mom and Isaac struggle. We have money. Mom just feels that I need to work hard for what I want. I’m not bitter about that notion, it’s true. So many kids these days get everything handed to them and grow up with a holier-than-thou attitude. Much like Axel.

      Axel really thinks he has this in the bag. I noticed the way Ms. Hyland looked at him when he, ever so asshole-like, grazed his hand across her face. I also noticed the way she looked at me. It was a new look, one I’ve never gotten before. I don’t know why, but I kind of liked it. I’m not as skilled as Axel when it comes to the ladies, then again, this is no high school girl. The idea of him filling his ego anymore sickens me. Why her? He could bag Brenda, the lunch lady. Why does he have to go after my new neighbor, who I can’t stand. I feel like she’s always watching and waiting for me to screw up, so she can call me out on it. At least that’s the vibe I get. She doesn’t smile or show any feelings other than hatred for life. Yet, for some reason, the idea of Axel laying a finger on her irks me. Hell, I don't know. Maybe she isn’t that bad after all. She sure as hell isn’t bad on the eyes. 

      If he really does sleep with our art teacher, he will not just be a king at Redwood High, he will be a god to all the guys who have dreamt of her since she stepped foot in the school. 

      I toss the dirty rag into the sink and grab the dry mop, soaking up the water on the greasy waxed marble floor. “Memories” by Maroon 5 plays through the small speaker in the corner wall, and my mind drifts to Blakely. Wondering how my best friend is doing these days. I don’t see her much anymore. She’s so busy with her art studio and traveling back and forth to visit Jasper. I make a mental note to stop over after work and say hey. 

      I throw the mop into the corner, and Sid, the cook and manager, comes through the back door. He’s a soft-spoken giant, at least six foot ten. He has black dreadlocks that are pulled back into a long ponytail, and a stained white t-shirt with Scotty's logo in the corner. 

      “Long enough cigarette break?” I joke. 

      He shakes his head, rubbing the back of his hand across his sweaty forehead. “Not long enough. This place is dead. I could probably smoke an entire pack, before we get an order.” 

      “It’s always dead during the week. The pub just isn’t what it used to be.” I used to come here for dinner with Mom as a kid, back when it was just the two of us. I’d keep the jukebox going. Always playing Bruno Mars on repeat. 

      This was all before Mr. Thorn took ownership. He basically let this place go to hell. Everything remains the same way it was when he bought it five years ago. I keep harping on Axel to get him to fix it up, or at least get some new flooring and tables. His response is always, he doesn’t give a fuck about that place. He just bought it to piss my mom off. Which is true. After Mr. Thorn found out that his wife was having an affair, he bought up every place in this town, just to try and keep her out of it. She was a sweet woman; she was just dealt a bad hand. She passed away at the end of last summer and Axel hasn’t been the same since. 

      “Sure as hell isn’t. I remember when this place was packed every day of the week.” Sid waves his hand in the air. “Why don’t you just take off. I’ve got this.” 

      “Nah, I could use the money. I’ll stick around for a bit longer. Wanna make me some mozz sticks?” I smirk. 

      “You know I don’t. But, I will because I’m bored as fuck. I may even fry one at a time just to keep myself busy.” He laughs. “Go sit out front, I’ll bring em’ out to ya.” 

      I do as I’m told, without argument. I don’t want to be here, but since I need to be here, I’d rather sit on my ass and eat. The training session today after school was intense, and my strained muscles are feeling it. Not to mention, my mile run from the warehouse to the pub. I could drive, but I have to keep my body in check, if I plan to win these damn fights I’ve agreed to. I won’t lie, I’m pretty impressed with the way I’m shaping up. I don’t like the idea of fighting, but I think I have as good of a chance as any of the other guys. 

      I walk out of the kitchen and notice that Axel and the guys are gone. Probably for the best. He only came in here to make a scene. He would lie and say that he came to say hi to me, but we all know the truth. He gets bored and likes to go around causing problems. One of these days, it will bite him in the ass. 

      Sitting at the bar is just Mr. Wright, Ms. Hyland, and Mr. Jones. She looks uncomfortable sandwiched between the two, and I, unknowingly, let out a chuckle. She’s fresh meat on the staff at school, and I’m not a bit surprised that these men are flocking over her. However, she’s a bit young for Mr. Jones. Mr. Wright, on the other hand, could be a little competition. What the hell am I thinking? It’s not like there is one. She’s a teacher, and I’m a student. I’m just a boy to her. I don’t even like the girl, or lady. Whatever she is. I just can’t seem to figure out why she gets to me so much. Why I think about her all the time. Why I want to break the fingers of any man who touches her. She’s nothing to me. 

      I shake the unwanted thoughts from my head and walk over to one of the empty tables in the middle of the room, with my head hung low. Technically, I could sit at the bar. Whereas, Axel is only seventeen and considered a kid, I’m eighteen and have that right. But, this time, I don’t. Something tells me not to. 

      “Alright, you take care, and we’ll see you tomorrow.” I hear Mr. Wright say, before he pushes his stool back and heads for the door. Mr. Jones follows. Leaving just myself and Ms. Hyland in this room. I don’t know where Ruby took off to. Probably in the back giving Sid a blowie. I know they’ve got something going on. They just try to keep it a secret, even though they are loud as fuck at closing time, when they think no one can hear them. 

      I wish I would have grabbed my phone out of my backpack. At least then I’d have something to do with my hands. Instead, I sit here awkwardly, watching the backside of Ms. Hyland’s head. She tips her glass back, getting every last drop in her glass and sets it down gently on the bar. Then she turns her head to look at me. 

      “Break time?” she asks, spinning herself around. I’m not sure how many glasses of champagne she’s had, but she seems to be a little off-balance, as her head bobbles slightly.

      “Not much to do. The place is dead.” I slouch back into the chair. “You need a refill? I can go find Ruby.” 

      I begin to stand, but she stops me, by putting her hand up. “Nah, I’m fine. I think four glasses is enough for me. Besides, I just heard some weird noises coming from the kitchen, so I think we should leave Ruby be.” 

      We both start laughing, and for the first time ever, Ms. Hyland seems human. 

      “I’m just gonna take myself home.” She grabs her purse off the bar and goes to stand, but staggers back a tad. Her eyes widen, as if she’s adjusting them to the light, even though this place is gloomy as always. 

      “Woah,” I push my chair back and hurry over to her, “maybe I should call you an Uber. You really shouldn’t drive.” I brace her with my hand on the small of her back, and she straightens herself up.

      “I’m totally fine. Besides, I don’t think a kid should be giving me advice on when I should or shouldn’t drive.”

      There it is. A kid. Regardless, this kid isn’t letting her behind the wheel of a car. Not like this. I’ve witnessed what can happen when Mr. Porter took Jasper’s mom’s life from drunk driving. Not a chance in hell. 

      “Let me drive you, please.” I feel like I’m being a tad pushy, but I’m not backing down on this. 

      “Aren’t you supposed to be working?” she questions, with a scowl. 

      I snatch the keys that dangle from her hand. “Yeah, I’m washing all the dishes from this room full of customers. C’mon, I’m driving you.” 

      She lets out a sigh, but begins heading toward the door. 

      “Sid,” I shout, hustling over the kitchen doorway, without walking in, “I’m taking you up on calling it a night. I’ll see ya Friday.” 

      He doesn’t respond, but I don’t attempt to get one. Instead, I’m jogging over to the bar door that is slowly closing. I pull it open and step outside. She makes no attempt to wait for me, even though I hold the keys to her car. 

      This should be a fun ride home.
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      Claire

      I keep walking down the sidewalk, as I hear Knox come up behind me. I don’t even look at him. I’m not sure if it's because I’m embarrassed about the way I’m acting, or if it’s because I’m pretty sure that, letting a teenage boy drive me home because I had one too many glasses of champagne, would be frowned upon by the almighty residents of Redwood. Way to get on their good side, Claire. 

      “Are you sure you have to do this?” I look over, and he’s now at my side. The keys in his hand to my Volvo, clanking together with each step.

      “I’m sure. I walked here, anyway, my car is at home. Works out perfectly.” He grins. 

      I look down at my feet again, as we approach my car, not liking the way he makes me feel with that smile. It’s wrong. It’s just the alcohol making me feel these things. It always has me thinking irrational thoughts. It’s the desperation inside of me to always feel wanted. To feel loved. To have arms around me and a voice that soothes the pain. It’s not like this kid could ever give me those things. 

      “Thanks, I guess,” I mutter under my breath. 

      “What’s that? I didn’t hear you?” He leans over with his ear mere inches from my face, as he opens the passenger door for me. 

      “I said thank you!” Shouting loud enough to make him flinch. I start laughing uncontrollably, and it feels damn good. That’s twice today. I don’t think I’ve laughed since I got to this town. I suppose the night wasn’t a total bust after all. Now, I can go home and crawl into bed with a good book and sleep peacefully, knowing that I mingled with townsfolk and attempted to blend in. Even if, to Knox, I’m standing out. Something inside of me says that's ok. That my awkwardness and childlike behavior is our little secret. 

      I get in and shut the door behind me, feeling slightly embarrassed by the state of distress my car is in. Pop cans and water bottles are thrown around on the back floorboard, and it smells like a McDonald’s french fry in here, even with the three pine tree air fresheners hanging from the blinker switch. Now that I think about it, I did drop some down the side of the driver’s seat. Knox doesn’t seem to notice; he just starts the engine and pulls out, without even a hint of disgust at the stench. 

      “Should we get you some food to soak up that alcohol?” he asks, as he peers out the side mirror, before moving int o the turning lane. 

      “Oh no, I’m good. Some water and a nap and I’ll be good as new.” Once again, the guilt rises up my esophagus like a bad acid. Maybe I was wrong about him all along. I guess we can’t judge a book by its cover; I should know this better than anyone. It can be glammed up with a beautiful shell, one that draws you in. An image on the front of a sexy man that you dream about, you may even call him your book boyfriend. But, you open that bitch up, and it’s full of hidden secrets, lies, and a fifty-five year old bearded man with a potbelly. Nothing like that man you dreamt about the night before.  The alcohol must really be going to my head, my thoughts are running ramped.

      No one in this town would suspect that I left behind a house and possessions worth millions, a husband who dressed me to his liking each day, and a bodyguard who helped me escape. It sounds like a nightmare, more than a reality. To them, I’m just the quiet teacher who moved to a new town for a change of scenery.

      “You really should eat something.” He glances at the dash clock. “It’s dinner time. We can swing through a drive-thru for a burger and some fries.” 

      Yep, he smelled the fries. 

      “Actually, I think the main housekeeper mentioned bringing something by tonight. Ms. Porter is leaving town for a couple of weeks, and she wanted to cook her up a nice farewell dinner.” 

      He snickers. “I don’t think I can ever get used to you calling her Ms. Porter.” 

      “What? That’s her name. It’s only right to call her, Ms. Porter.” 

      Knox turns his head to me, and I see amusement written all over his face. 

      “What? Isn’t her name Blakely Porter?”

      He nods. “Yes, but she’s only twenty years old. I don’t think she needs that title, until she’s at least thirty.”

      “Well, little do you know, I’m only twenty-three years old, and I have an entire school that refers to me as Ms. Hyland.” 

      “You’re only twenty-three?” he questions in shock. Almost as if he thought I was some old lady. 

      “Why is that so hard to believe? Do I look older?”

      “No.” His eyes dance back and forth from the road to me. Like he’s inspecting my body for signs of old age. “No, I’m just surprised is all. I knew you were young. I just assumed you were closer to thirty. Ya know, because of your position and all. A high school teacher—you must be straight outta college.” 

      “Actually, I don’t even have a teaching degree. Just a two-year associates degree in fine arts. I’m not a teacher, I’m an artist.”

      “So, are you just filling in temporarily?” He sinks farther back into the seat, getting more comfortable. His right hand rests over top of the steering wheel, as he watches the road. 

      “That’s the plan,” I respond, hoping this conversation switches gears real soon. Any more talk about my life, and I’ll need another glass of house champagne. “How about you? Just working at Scotty’s temporarily?”

      “Yep, gotta make that money. If you haven’t heard, washing dishes is a secret goldmine.” I look over and catch him looking at me with that smile again. That same smile that I caught at the pub. The one that I held onto and that forced me into this designated driver agreement.

      I fold my hands in my lap and look out the window, out of fear that I might be blushing. I don’t know what he’s doing to me, but I don’t like it one bit. It feels wrong, so wrong. 

      It’s just the champagne, I remind myself again. 

      I straighten up when I notice that he drives right past our road. “Where are you going?” I point out the window, my eyes staying locked on the road that is fading in the distance.

      “Grabbing some food. I left my dinner in the fryer at work, and I’m hungry. It’s on me,” he says matter-of-factly.

      “No, uh uh,” I shake my head, “If you insist on getting food, I’ll buy my own. It hardly seems right that I’d allow you to spend your hard earned money on my dinner.” 

      “Goldmine, remember?” He turns abruptly at the road leading back into town, pulling into McDonalds.

       It’s not like we have many options. A couple fast food joints, some high-end restaurants, and the pub. Redwood is pretty quaint. I’m starting to think that quaint is good. I find myself enjoying the small-town feel and the slow-paced lifestyle.

      “What’ll it be?” He pulls into the drive-thru line. 

      “Just a cheeseburger and fries.” I’m really not hungry, but to appease him, I just go with it. I pull out my wallet and shuffle through a couple bills, pulling out a ten. 

      He places our order, asking for two separate bags. “Here,” I hand him the money, “I’m buying. It’s the least I can do for you driving me home.” 

      To my surprise, he doesn’t even argue. He hands the cashier the money, and a couple minutes later, the car is filled with the aroma of grease filled food, once again. 

      The awkward silence has me listening to each breath that I take. I reach over and turn up the volume on the stereo. Country music plays through the speakers, which grabs his attention. 

      “Country girl, huh?” 

      “Not really. I enjoy the music, but I certainly wouldn’t call myself a country girl.” I wouldn’t call myself a city girl either. I’m not really sure what I am. I grew up in a small town, but I never fit in. Now that I think of it, I never fit in much of anywhere. 

      We pull into the driveway of the main house, and Knox parks in my designated spot. He must have noticed. How could he not? It’s parked here day in and day out, aside from school hours. 

      I look over to Knox, whose eyes are fixated on his house. That’s when I catch his expression. Principal Burton is standing with her hands plastered on her hips and a mask of confusion all over her face. 

      “Great.” I sigh. “Knox I need a favor? I know that I have no right to ask—”

      He cuts me off before I can finish. “I’ll tell her you weren’t feeling well. She doesn’t need to know.” 

      I grab the keys from the ignition and stuff them into my purse. Bundling up my food in my arms, I open the door. 

      “Thank you again.” I don’t even look over at him. This situation is already strange enough. I can feel his mom’s glare bore into my skin, without even looking. 

      I climb out and make my way down the path, avoiding making eye contact. I could go over and talk to her; I’m feeling pretty sober at this point. But, I’m sure the stench of alcohol still lingers. What the hell was I thinking letting Knox drive me home? This was so unprofessional of me, and I know exactly how it looks from the outside.

      Or, maybe that’s because I know how I feel on the inside. No one can see that, though. The world is none the wiser that my student—a kid at that, had my heart skipping beats on more than one occasion tonight. 

      I plop down on the sofa and kick off my shoes. Reaching into the bag, I pull out my burger and my $10 bill falls out with it. 

      “He didn’t!” I say out loud, with a huge smile plastered on my face. 

      I definitely pegged Knox wrong. 

      So wrong. 
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        * * *

      

      I wake up the next morning before my alarm sounds. Two cups of coffee in, and I’m feeling ready to take on the day. I fill my large mug and slap the top on. Grabbing my bag, I give myself one more glance in the mirror. My hair tossed in a bun on the top of my head, makeup on point, and a black pencil skirt, with a matching blazer, has me feeling all sorts of sophisticated today. 

      I walk out the door ten minutes earlier than usual. Before I can even close the door behind me, I’m face to face with my neighbor—and boss. 

      “Principal Burton. Good morning,” I stutter, unsure of why she is at my doorstep. 

      A smile on her face calms my nerves, but I’m still not buying the pleasant aura she’s giving off. She’s here for a reason, and I think I know what that reason might be. 

      “Good morning, Claire. Please, call me Val. You’re probably wondering why I’m here.” 

      Uh yeah, no kidding. 

      She continues, as I fidget with the strap of my black bag. “This isn’t a business drop-in; otherwise. I would have saved it for school hours.” She pauses. “I’m here because of my son.” 

      I take a deep breath, pinching my lips together and tasting the sweet cherry gloss on them. “Listen, I can explain. I wasn’t feeling well, and Knox offered to drive me home.” 

      She holds up a hand, stopping me from sticking my foot in my mouth any further. I choke it down and let her continue. 

      “This isn’t about Knox giving you a ride. He explained that, and I’m happy he was able to help you. I wanted to bring you this.” She hands me a large silver envelope. 

      “What’s this?” I ask in confusion, as I begin peeling it open. 

      “I’d like to invite you to my wedding in two weeks. Most of the staff will be there, so you’ll see some familiar faces. And, Zeke.”

      “Oh, nice. Thank you very much, and congratulations.” I shake the envelope that still holds the invitation. 

      “Speaking of Zeke, Knox mentioned that you two had a date last night.” 

      “A date?” I spit. “Umm, I think Knox is mistaken.” 

      “Oh, you two weren’t together last night?” She appears puzzled, and I’m not sure where this is coming from or where it is going. 

      I know Knox said he wasn’t going to tell his mom about my drinking being the reason for the ride, at least that’s the way I took it. But, did he think that I was on a date with Zeke? 

      “Well, we were, but it wasn’t a date. What is this about?” I ask, suddenly feeling defensive that my personal life is being questioned here. 

      “I just want to give you a heads up. Zeke has had a bit of a hard time.” She looks around the property, as if she’s checking to make sure she can’t be overheard. “He lost his wife last summer, and his heart is still healing from that loss.” 

      Small-town gossip. There it is. It’s quaint, it's peaceful, but there will always be those who like to stir up the pasts of those who have made mistakes. I like to call them the drama whores. I would have never took Principal Burton to be one, but here we are. 

      “Oh?” That's all I can say. I may not like drama whores, but I never turn away an ear when they are talking. 

      “Robin Thorn was a wonderful woman. Her and Zeke fell in love shortly before she got sick. They married only weeks before her life was cut short.”

      “Thorn? As in Axel Thorn?” 

      “Yes, Axel’s mom. Poor boy lost so much last year. It’s no wonder he behaves the way he does.”

      “Are Zeke and Axel close?” I ask out of curiosity. I see how Axel reacted to him yesterday, and it didn’t come off as a good relationship. 

      “Oh no.” She shakes her head. “Axel blames Zeke for his parents’ divorce, and with no prenup, Zeke was left with everything that Axel feels should have been his. It’s understandable. Zeke is a good man, but he should have never got mixed up with a married woman.”

      So, it was an affair. This must be why Axel was so defiant yesterday. Why he got so angry when Zeke tried to calm him down—when he called him son. It all makes sense now. 

      Val glances at her silver analog wristwatch. “I should be going. I hope you can make it to the wedding.”

      “Yes, thank you for this.” I hold up the envelope. 

      It looks like we all have our own dirty little secrets. I’m not one to judge. I certainly don’t judge Zeke’s behavior. It’s not my business. He has been nothing but gracious toward me. After all, I was married to the biggest monster of all, and he wore innocence like it was his favorite suit. Slick, straight, and perfectly fitted. 

      Here I was worried about my skeletons falling out.

      As long as no one opens that closet, I’ll be okay.
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      Knox

      It’s finally Friday, and I’m looking forward to getting out of this school for the weekend. I slide my tray of food across the cafeteria table, and Taya scoots down, making room for me. 

      “What’s the plan tonight, boys?” Axel asks, stuffing half of a breadstick in his mouth. 

      “Ehem,” Taya clears her throat, “and ladies.” 

      Axel rolls his eyes and looks back at me, completely ignoring her presence. He’s an ass like that. “Your parents out of town tonight?

      I shake my head. “Nope, but I know whose are.” I look over to Harper at the end of the table, and Axel follows the direction of my stare. She’s been a part of our group as long as anyone else at this table. We all stick together. At least we used to. 

      “Her?” he quips. “She wouldn’t let me back in her house if it was burning down, and I was there to save her ass.” 

      He’s probably right. There was a time that she gravitated toward him, until last year, when everything changed—when he changed.  

      “My house it is.” He slaps his hands on the table, causing all the girls to jump, along with Kip. “Time to get f-u-c-k-ed up.” 

      As if she can read his excitement, Harper walks down to us. She’s dressed to perfection in a pair of skinny jeans and a pink cashmere sweater that matches her baby pink lips. “My parents are out of town tonight. You’re all welcome.” She looks to Axel, shifting gears from sweet to sour. “Except for you.” 

      “Sorry, baby doll. They’re all coming to my house tonight.” He stuffs the other half of breadstick in his mouth, as he watches for her reaction, grinning with each chew. 

      Damn these two for always sticking us in the middle of this. 

      Harper glances around the table, and all heads are hung low. Everyone is so worried about pissing Axel off. If it wasn’t for bro-code, I’d go. I’d rather be at Harper’s party, where people might actually smile, than in Axel’s darkness. But, I’d never live it down if I ditched him to go hang out with a girl he is in love with, even if he won’t admit it. 

      “Free beer.” her eyebrow raises with a smirk. 

      “Free beer, liquor, and weed.” His face holds a devilish glare to hers. He’d hand out hundred dollar bills, just to get people to come to his house over hers. All because he was uninvited. “Listen, you’re no match. Keep moving.” He sweeps the air with his hand. 

      Harper lets out a huff and spins around on her heel. 

      “Was that really necessary?” I shake my head in disappointment at Axel’s behavior. 

      “More than necessary. And, if any one of you goes to her house tonight, you’re out.” 

      “This is getting ridiculous. You two need to just kiss and make up. Quit putting us in the middle of your bullshit.” 

      “I mean it. Out!” His voice raises as he stands up, grabbing his tray in one quick motion and storming off like a pissed-off child. 

      I know exactly what he’s talking about. He means we are out of the club. Which would be fine by me, if I weren’t in it to pay a debt. The other guys, though, they’re in it because they like it. They crave the adrenaline rush and the attention. The money is a nice bonus, too. 

      “See you all at Axel’s tonight?” I laugh.

      “I guess so. Damn, that was intense.” Kip joins in on my laughter. 
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        * * *

      

      Ms. Hyland was pretty quiet in art class today. She looked like she had a lot on her mind. I hope she isn’t embarrassed about last night. I know she was tense during the drive. Probably feeling ashamed for having to have one of her students drive her home when she couldn’t drive herself. It was almost as if the last couple of days never happened. She had that same blank look on her face and refused to make eye contact with any of her students. The same way she has been the entire school year. I was sort of hoping we hit a breaking point yesterday. 

      “Ready to get the hell out of this place?” Kip hooks his arm around my shoulder, as I slam my locker shut. 

      “You need a ride?” I ask him, already knowing the answer. 

      “You know I do. And, a new car while we’re at it. Or, just a job would be nice.”

      Kip has had a rough go at life. He’s being raised by his single mom who was is on disability. They don’t have much, but you’d never guess it. He is the most grateful kid you will ever meet. Kind to everyone, a sense of humor that can make the devil himself laugh, and a heart of gold. He’s good people. I just wish I could do more to help him. 

      “Have you given any more thought to the fights? You could make some good money,” I ask him, as I push the door to the parking lot open. 

      “That’s a hard no. I’d prefer to keep living.” 

      I’m not surprised; Kip isn’t a fighter. Then again, neither am I. Yet, here I am. 

      The parking lot is pretty empty, except for the staff vehicles and a couple kids hanging out in the back of a pickup truck. 

      It isn’t until I climb in the driver’s side that I hear the continuous cranking from another vehicle. My eyes skim the parking lot, looking to see who is having car problems. I turn around and that’s when I see her. Ms. Hyland is sitting in her little white car. Pissed off, she slams her hands on the steering wheel, and I don’t know what she’s shouting, but I’m sure it’s not church hymnals. 

      “Who’s that?” Kip turns his head and looks at the car in the small parking lot behind us. 

      “Ms. Hyland.” I push the door back open and climb out, slamming it behind me.

      I look back to see if Kip is following, but he’s not. I make my way over to her, and at this point, she’s got her hood popped, and she’s beating something inside of it, with what appears to be a large pipe. 

      “Everything alright?” I creep up on her, scaring her half to death. 

      “Shit,” she shouts, “I mean shoot. Excuse my language. This piece of….shoot, just decided to give me trouble again.”

      “And you thought that beating it with a pipe was the answer?” I calmly take the metal rod from her hand and back away slowly.

      “It’s the starter. I read somewhere that if you beat on it, it will get it going. It’s worked for me a couple of times. This time, not so much.” 

      She’s not wrong. That can work. It’s just comical, seeing her cute ass out here trying it. “Go ahead and try to start it.” 

      She gets in the car with her legs hanging out the door and turns the key.

      Still nothing. 

      I take the pipe and give a couple blows to the starter. It wants to turn over but doesn’t. 

      I twist my head around the open hood and holler, “One more time.” 

      Smack, Smack. Nothing. 

      “This is just great.” She steps in front of the car. 

      I slam the hood down, and, just as it latches, the rusted bumper comes loose and is now hanging down on one side, only centimeters from touching the pavement. 

      “Stupid car.” She gives it a kick, finishing off the job, as the right side of the bumper drops to the ground. 

      I bite down on my bottom lip. She looks over to me, and although she is on the verge of a breakdown, all she can do is laugh. 

      “C’mon,” I nod toward my Jeep, “I’ll give you a ride.” 

      She stands there for a moment, deep in thought, before she walks over to the driver’s side and stretches her arm through the open window. I can’t help but notice how firm her ass looks in that tight skirt, as she bends over with one foot kicked up. 

      Damn. I turn away and blink a few times to lose the image, before my dick stiffens against my jeans. 

      I look over and find Kip standing next to me. His eyebrows rise and fall repeatedly, with a shit eating grin on his face. He must have caught me staring. I follow his gaze and realize he’s watching her, too. I give him a smack to the chest and shake my head. “Knock it off.” 

      Ms. Hyland pulls back with a bag in one hand and her keys and a large coffee mug in the other. 

      “Her car won’t start.” I fill Kip in on the situation. “She needs a ride.” 

      “Ahh, that sucks. You just leaving it here?” He asks her. 

      She shrugs. “I guess so, for now. I’ll call a tow truck when I get home and figure something out.” 

      We all climb into my car, and Kip takes the backseat. The ride is insanely quiet, which is rare for Kip. He almost always has a joke to crack or question to ask. I’m sure he’s pretty intimidated, having such an attractive lady in such small quarters. 

      I look over at her, as she punches something into her phone, with a smile on her face. I wonder if it’s her boyfriend. I wonder if she even has a boyfriend. Maybe she’s engaged. Then again, I think I would have seen him around. 

      She was out with Mr. Jones last night, and even though I told Mom it was a date, I know it wasn’t. I just felt like I needed to take some of the spotlight off of me. Probably because I know how she made me feel, and I was worried Mom would see it and suspect something. 

      She could be in a long distance relationship. The idea turns my stomach, as I imagine a man with his hands all over her. I don’t know why, but it does. 

      “Will your boyfriend be able to fix that for you?” I’m not sure why I just asked that, but it felt like the most natural way to get an answer to the lagging question in my head. 

      She lifts her head and looks at me. “No, I’ll probably just have it towed to a mechanic in town.”

      There was no denying a boyfriend there, but there was also no confirmation of one. I glance back in the rearview mirror and see Kip doing that eyebrow dance again, and he mouths ohhh yeah. 

      I shake my head no. I know exactly what he’s thinking. He thinks I’m trying to throw Axel off his game and snake my way in, so he doesn’t win. The way he sees it, right now, I’m at least three steps ahead of Axel. 

      “I’m gonna drop him first since his house is right up here,” I tell Ms. Hyland, who is still concentrated on her phone. 

      “I’ll just come to your place. We can go to Axel’s party together,” Kip retorts from the back seat. 

      Ms. Hyland’s head shoots up. “Party? Aren’t you all a little young to be drinking?”

      “Who said anything about drinking? Maybe it’s a birthday party with cake and balloons.”

      “Uh huh, sure. In that case, I’ll be sure to send a gift for the birthday kid to your mom. Maybe she can drop it off to Axel’s for me,” she teases. 

      “Good one, Teach,” Kip bursts up between the front seats with head smack dab in the middle of us. “She’s pretty funny, Knox.” He pauses. “You were joking, right?” His tone quickly shifts to a more serious note.

      “Yes, she was joking.” I use the palm of my hand to try and push his face back, but he doesn’t budge.

      I turn down Kip’s road, and he looks puzzled. “I thought I was coming over to your place?”

      “I’ll pick you up in a couple hours. I’ve got some things to take care of,” I lie. I don’t really. I just wanted a couple minutes alone with Ms. Hyland. See if maybe she’ll open up to me a little bit. See if I can make her smile again. I’ve only been in her company a couple times, but I like it. There is something mature and real about her. Something that the girls at Redwood High don’t offer.

      Kip doesn’t argue. I didn’t figure he would. Once again, he thinks I’m working her. Let him think that. I hope he goes back and tells Axel, so that maybe he’ll back down. 

      I pull into the trailer park where Kip lives and drive down the road to his lot. The driveway is empty because neither he nor his mom have a car. Kip usually rides the bus to school, and we all pitch in, giving him rides home. Occasionally, I'll pick him up in the mornings, when I’m not running late. 

      Kip climbs out of the back door. “Later, man.” He snaps a finger gun at me. “Ms. Hyland, I’ll see you Monday.” He tilts his head at her in a respectful nod. 

      Once it’s just the two of us, I try and think of the best way to start a conversation. One that doesn’t make me sound like a kid, but also doesn’t come off as too forward or nosey. 

      “Got any weekend plans?” I ask, as I turn out of the trailer park and onto the main road.

      “I didn’t, but now it looks like I’ll be pricing starters.” Her face falls into her palms. 

      I feel bad for her. She’s new in town, doesn’t know many people, probably doesn’t have much money, and now this happens. 

      “Listen, Blakely is out of town for a week. Her car is at the house, I can ask her—”

      “Oh no,” she stops me, “I could never. Ms. Porter has done so much for me already.”

      “Just a thought. I don’t mind asking her. I’ve asked her for worse.” 

      She clicks her phone shut and stuffs it into her bag. “Are you two pretty close?”

      “We’ve been best friends since we were kids. We don’t spend as much time together now that she's adulting, but nothing’s changed.” 

      “That’s good. Everyone needs a friend like that.”

      “Do you have anyone like that?” Another opportunity to dig a little about a potential boyfriend. 

      “I do.” She goes quiet for a second. “I miss him very much.” 

      There it is. 

      I pull into my driveway; it’s actually a closer walk from there to her place than it is from the main house’s driveway. This time, Mom isn’t standing outside waiting for me. Thank fuck. She’d probably really question my motives if she saw me driving Ms. Hyland, two days in a row. 

      “Thank you, Knox. Hopefully, this is the last time I’ll be needing you to drive me home.” 

      “Anytime.” I turn the ignition off and slouch back into the seat. My aching body thanks me for not having a training session today. 

      She gathers her things and gets out, stopping with the door still open. “Please be careful at Axel’s party tonight.” 

      I give her a nod and watch her walk away. It’s a beautiful sight. Knowing I might not see her until Monday in class has me feeling all sorts of disappointed. 

      Once I see her door close behind her, I get out and walk into the open garage. Mom’s car is parked inside, but Isaac must be working late. 

      I walk into the kitchen, and Mom is skimming through a recipe book. “What ya doing?” I give her a kiss on her cheek. 

      “Oh, just looking at different ideas for the rehearsal dinner.”

      Mom and Isaac’s wedding is coming soon. She’s been planning this spring wedding for the last year. 

      “Don’t you have a caterer for that?” I chuckle.

      “Nope.” She shakes her head. “Not for the rehearsal dinner. I figured we could cut an expense, and we’d all just pitch in and cook ourselves.” 

      My mom, always trying to be frugal. I’m not surprised, but I sure hope that when she says we’d all pitch in, she didn’t have me in mind. 

      “That means you, too. I was thinking maybe we’d do Mexican, and you can make your delicious seven-layer dip.” 

      “Really?” I sigh. “You know I don’t like cooking for people.”

      “It would mean a lot to me.” She lifts her head and gives me that pouty face -- the one that always has me doing whatever the hell she wants. 

       “Fine.” I hunch my shoulders in defeat. “Is it cool if I stay at Axel’s tonight?” I grab a banana off the counter and peel back the layers. 

      “What are you boys planning to do?”

      “I dunno. Video games, porn, and drugs,” I joke, and I’m sure she knows it's a joke, but she reacts regardless. 

      “Not unless you want to be homeless, expelled, and hungry.” She tilts her head to the side with a smirk.

      I stuff the rest of the banana in my mouth and toss the peel in the trash can, making it on the first shot. I turn to walk up the stairs. “Love you, Mom.” 

      “Love you, Son.”  
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        * * *

      

      As suspected, cars line Axel’s gravel driveway. Music can be heard blasting down the path, before Kip and I even get out of the car. “Time to party.” Kip beams, as we climb out. 

      Voices from the group in front of us carry down the driveway. The breeze feels nice, as the dry heat has been unusually high for March. Through the trees, I can see the flames shooting up from the blazing bonfire. Bodies stager around it with red cups in their hands. Some are high school students, and some graduated years before us. 

      My phone buzzes in the pocket of my black cargo shorts. 

      “Who is it?” Kip asks, as I pull it out and look at the lit screen. 

      “Harper. Fuck man, what do I say? I know she’s gonna want us all there.”

      He’s no help, as he shrugs his shoulders. 

      I hit accept. “Hey, Harp. What’s up?” I plug my finger into my other ear, as we get closer to the party. 

      “Knox, please tell me you’re coming. I really want you here. Scratch that, I need you here.”

      “Harper, you know I can’t. Axel would kill us all.” 

      “Please, Knox. Only three people have shown up. I feel like the biggest loser.” I can hear the desperation in her voice. 

      “Why don’t you all just carry your party over here. Bring your booze, and I’m sure it’ll be fine. Axel is probably three sheets to the wind already.”

      “Ya think?” 

      Kip gives me a nudge of disapproval, but I ignore it. 

      “Yeah, I mean, technically he never said you couldn’t come. You just said that to him.” I look to Kip. “Right?”

      He throws his hands up and takes a step back, indicating that he wants no part of this. Maybe it’s wrong of me. But, I guess, if it’s a problem, he will let her know. We’re all friends, have been for as long as I can remember. It shouldn’t surprise him much that she might show up. 

      I end the call, after she says she’ll think about it. Now, I just need to get a buzz going, before all hell breaks loose.

      I stuff the phone back into my pocket and dig my toes into the gravel, kicking rocks up and feeling like I may have just invited Harper into the lion’s den. 

      “He’s gonna be pissed,” Kip says, emphasizing pissed. 

      “He’ll thank me later. He loves the girl, he’s just too much of an ass to let anyone believe it.” 

      We head straight for the keg that sits in a barrel next to a large oak tree. Most of the people I recognize, but some I’ve never seen before. Only Axel can throw together a party of this magnitude, last minute, just to piss a girl off. 

      “My boys.” Axel joins us, throwing an arm around our necks. Ten after nine and he’s already wasted. Maybe he’ll pass out before Harper even shows up. 

      “We’re crashing here tonight. You cool with that?” I ask, pumping the keg and tipping my cup to let the foam roll off the side, as I fill it. 

      “Mi casa, su casa. My boys are always welcome.” He pauses for a beat. “Cold-hearted bitches, not so much.” 

      I slam the freshly tapped beer in one drink and refill it, as I see Kip’s bugged out eyes, looking at me fearfully. 

      “Damn bro, you wanna get shit faced, I’ve got something to do the trick.” Axel pulls out a bottle of caramel colored liquor. Some foreign stuff I’ve never heard of. Probably cost his dad a pretty penny. 

      He passes it to me, and I unscrew the cap. I’m not much of a liquor drinker. I usually stick to beer, but something tells me I’m gonna need this. I don’t even smell it; I just tip it back and take a big swig, chasing it down with beer. The burn is intense, but moments later, I’m already feeling more confident and carefree. 

      “Taya is looking pretty hot tonight, in case you didn’t notice.” Axel directs my attention to her, as she stands next to the fire talking to a guy who graduated a couple years ago. She looks over at us with an expression that says save me from this conversation. 

      “When doesn’t Taya look hot?” Kip chimes in. He’s always had a little crush on her. Taya and I had a little fling last year, but it was short-lived and never went further than a couple of school dances and a harmless kiss. We didn’t want to ruin our friendship over something that would probably never last. 

      “Go get her,” I tell Kip, knowing he won’t. Kip is a different breed of man. He’s soft-spoken and his self-esteem is low. I wish he’d just take a chance. He might surprise himself. 

      Kip grabs the bottle that I gave back to Axel, throws his head back and lets the liquid courage drop down his throat. He’ll regret that later. Kip is a lightweight, so this means I’ll be babysitting later, when he’s inches from falling into the fire pit. 

      We both watch as he struts over to Taya with his shoulders pulled back and his chest puffed out. It’s comical, but I know he’s trying to be funny. Positioning himself between Taya and the other guy, he gives her a sheepish grin. 

      “Now that it’s just the two of us, I wanna be real with you.” Axel bumps his cup into mine. “This bet we have going on, I was partially fucking with you. I mean, there isn’t a guy in this school who wouldn’t mind tapping Ms. Hyland’s fine ass, but I won’t hold you to sticking with me until you leave, when you lose. Just like you won’t back out on your scheduled ones if you do.” 

      It’s more of a question than a statement, which means he’s getting nervous. Ms. Hyland can barely stand to be near him. There is no way he’s winning this bet. Even more than that, he doesn’t want me giving up the fights he has planned. He’s hellbent on making them all happen without a hitch. 

      “How about we just call this whole thing off, it’s fucking stupid.” I watch him over the rim of my cup, as I take a drink.

      “Now that I’ve undressed her in my head.” He stares off into space for a minute, imagining her naked, I assume, and I have the urge to smack the shit out of him. “I have to do it, man.” 

      I can feel my jaw tick as he speaks. The blood rushing to my cheeks. Burning hot with a desire to knock every thought of her out of his head. 

      “It’ll never happen.” I turn to walk away, before I lose all control. He might not hold me to the bet. But, as far as he’s concerned, she’s still on the table, and it’s fucking with my head. 

      I start to walk over to the fire to join Kip and Taya, who are laughing at something on her phone, when I spot Harper walking up. 

      I look over to Axel, and he’s already shooting daggers at her. 

      Oh well, he pissed me off tonight. Now it’s my turn to do the same. I walk over to her and give her a friendly welcome, hoping to ease the awkwardness she feels walking into his stomping ground. 

      She’s got a bag full of liquor as a peace offering, but the way he is walking toward us tells me that won’t be enough. I take the bag from her. and we continue, meeting Axel halfway. 

      “What the actual fuck?” he utters in a single tone. “You can just turn your happy ass around and leave the same way you came.” 

      I look at Harper and can see the pain in her eyes—the embarrassment. 

      “Dude, I told her it would be fine. We’re all cool, right?” I pat the back of his shoulder, and he jerks away instantly. 

      “Wait a minute,” he laughs deviously, “You told her to come here? What the fuck, man?” 

      “Come on, lighten up. It was me, you, Harper, and Kip when we were just nine years old in the tree fort. We’re all friends. Don’t let this be a big deal.” 

      “Both of you. Get the hell out!” he screeches. I go to speak, but he stops me. “Out!” 

      Then he’s gone. I don’t even bother telling Kip; I’ll text him. I don’t want the wrath of Axel to ruin anyone else’s night. 

      I guess I’ll add this to my list of fuck-ups in thinking that Axel might show her a little compassion.

      “A small word of advice,” I say to Harper, “never uninvite Axel Thorn to anything. He will never forget it.” 

      “I was just trying to get a rise out of him. He would have come to my party, invited or not, if he wasn’t having one of his own.” 

      That’s true, he would have. 

      We walk to the car and three of the varsity cheerleaders, who came with her, walk at her side. 

      “I’m gonna need a ride home, since I was just kicked out of the place I planned to crash at.” I smack the hood of my Jeep, as we walk past it to her silver BMW. 

      “Who says you need to go home? We got a bag of booze.” She nudges the bag in my hand.

      “Touché.” I nod. 

      Instead of going to Harper’s house, we park down at the docks and pass around a bottle of Jack, all except April, she doesn’t drink. 

      Our feet dangle off the side at one of my favorite places. This side of the docks is run down; the grass is overgrown; the wood is weathered. No one uses it anymore, which makes it a nice escape, when you don’t want to be found. 

      “You and Axel need to work through this,” I tell Harper, “It’s not doing anyone in our group any good.” 

      Harper is quiet for a minute, before she finally speaks, “I miss the way he used to be. He used to be human. Now, he’s just...empty.” 

      “You may not believe this, but I think you might be the only one who can save him from himself.” 

      After an hour has passed and we’ve finished off the bottle, I’m feeling pretty buzzed and ready for bed. Harper agrees to drive me home, but the lights on in the house have me switching gears. 

      Instead of going home, I decide to crash at Blakely’s. She’s out of town, and Mom would lose her shit if she saw me like this. 

      I reach down to pick up the hide-a-key rock and catch myself, as I sway into a large bush. I toss the rock back down and watch it roll underneath, not even trying to find it. I walk up to the large porch and stick the key in and give it a turn, before opening the door. 

      Stepping into the dark house, I close the door behind me, grateful that Esme, Blakely’s housekeeper, took a few nights off. She’s a sweet lady, but I wouldn't want to intrude. 

      I stumble into the dark living room and kick off my shoes, unsure of where they flew off to, then I drop my shorts and pull my shirt over my head. 

      The dark quiet is inviting. 

      Just as I reach for the throw blanket that is lying on the couch, it moves.

      The next thing I know, a loud shriek is coming from the couch, and I’m stumbling backward and falling over the marble coffee table. 

      “What the hell?” I recognize the voice, as the light switches on. 

      “I could say the same thing. What are you doing in Blakely’s house?” I ask, as Ms. Hyland stands there in a silk nightgown that sits right above the cheeks of her ass. 

      I follow her stare and realize that I’m standing here in just my boxer briefs, not even phased, thanks to the alcohol. 

      When she lifts her eyes, I flash her a grin, and her face turns a pretty shade of pink. 

      “Like what you see?” I curl my upper lip.
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      Claire

      My heart is banging on the walls of my chest, as I stand here with my breasts and my ass hanging out of my silk nightgown. Knox watches me like he’s waiting for me to make a move and grab the blanket that lies at my feet. I look down at it, but I’m frozen in place. 

      I force myself not to look up. Not to look over at the perfectly sculpted body that stands just a few feet away from—more so, the bulge that’s growing in his boxers. I keep my head down, struggling to speak. “I...I’m sorry, I thought the house would be empty. If I had known you were staying here...”

      “Don’t apologize,” he interrupts me. Walking over to my side, he bends over, reaching for the blanket. I can feel the burn of his eyes singe down my body, as he reaches for it, starting with my breasts and ending at my toes. He comes back up, and if my heavy breathing weren’t a big enough sign of my pent-up sexual deprivation, my trembling legs are. 

      With one hand, he swings the blanket over my shoulders and the scent of whiskey and sweet cinnamon rolls off of him. I can tell he’s had enough liquor to intoxicate us both, as he stumbles to the side. I place a helping hand on him to catch his fall, as he slowly lowers down to a sitting position on the all-white sofa. “Are you alright?”

      “I’m golden. Feeling pretty damn good right about now.” His bloodshot eyes fight to stay open. 

      “You don’t look so good. Let me get you some water.” I attempt to walk away, but his hand on my wrist has me frozen once again. I look down at his fingers wrapped around me and feel enamored by his touch. 

      He’s a kid, Claire. Stop this. 

      I’m not sure why Knox has this effect on me. It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt before. It’s so wrong, but everything about being near him feels so right. He’s like a drug that I want to inhale, just to see how it makes me feel. It could destroy me—or, it can free me from myself. 

      He uses his grip on me to pull himself up. “Knox,” I mutter into the empty space between us. 

      He takes a step closer and leans in, his chest pressed against mine, as he whispers in my ear, “Don’t go.” 

      “I have to.” I pull myself from his hold. I turn away and walk, as quickly as I can to the kitchen. The plush throw blanket is still wrapped around me, and I pull it closer, holding tightly with my free hand. I stop at the kitchen island, leaning into it and taking a few deep breaths. 

      I knew Blakely and Esme were gone for a few nights, so I snuck in here like a crazy person. Took a bath in the giant whirlpool tub, tried on a couple of Blakely’s designer dresses, as I ran my hand up the seam, remembering what they felt like when I had my own. It was only a few months ago, but it feels like an eternity. I even helped myself to an entire bottle of champagne that cost more than one of the dresses. She has dozens; she won’t even notice. Besides, she’s not even old enough to drink. That was my excuse to choke down the guilt, as I drank glass after glass. 

      Then I crashed on the couch. I never would have expected Knox would come stumbling in at midnight and strip his clothes off. This is a total coincidence. All of our encounters these past couple of days have been. It still doesn’t change the way my body reacts every time he walks into a room, fully clothed or half naked. He does something to me. 

      Does he feel it, too? Or is he just a hormonal teenager? He’s drunk, that’s for sure. This whole situation is wrong. I shouldn’t be alone with my student in a dark house at this time of night. I open up the blanket and look down at my half naked body. Especially dressed like this. 

      I have to get out of here. 

      I drop the blanket to the floor and head for the back door. Just as I slide it open, I feel the touch of his arm wrap around my waist. His thumb grazes over my belly button through the silk fabric. His breath on my neck has me light-headed. Unable to focus on anything else. 

      Reckless, imprudent, and highly aroused.  

      I spin around and press myself against his bare skin. The warmth of his body so alluring, so inviting. With his arm still around me, he places his hand on the small of my back. “We can’t.” I breath into him, closing my eyes. Hoping that he gives me a reason to change my mind. Desperation creeps up on me. I’m desperate for him to touch me more. To touch me over and over again, until I’m fully satisfied, hoping that once I have him, I’ll stop craving him. “You’re drunk. This is wrong.” 

      “Then why does it feel so fucking right?” He cocks his head and his mouth ghosts my neck. The smoothness of his chin rubbing against my collarbone. He moves slowly, casting his breaths on my skin. Doing nothing to calm me. Instead, he has me wanting more. I can feel the dampness pool, as electrical impulses course between my legs. 

      As if I was slapped over the head with a frying pan, I snap out of this fantasy and pull away in one swift motion. Without even giving him a second look, I run out the door. My bare feet prodded by the dry grass. I don’t stop or look back out of fear that I’ll return to him. 

      Once I reach the guesthouse, I pull the door open and slam it closed behind me, locking it for added assurance that Knox will not come in. I’m sure he’s probably back in the living room and passed out on the couch already, but I need to be sure. This can never happen again. He may be an adult in the eyes of the law, but to me, he’s a kid—my student. 
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      The next morning, I’m awaken by a pounding at the front door. I rub my eyes and reach for my phone that's stuck to my leg. 9:33 am. Who the hell would be coming to see me at this time of the morning, or ever for that matter? It must be Val coming to give me more warnings about the secret life of Mr. Jones. 

      I pull myself out of my bed, with no hurry behind my steps, and peek around the window curtain that faces the front yard—or backyard of the main house. 

      My car sits in the distance, parked along the side of the street up front.  

      I go to the door and unlock it, swinging it open to see what's going on. I called and had it towed to the local mechanic, but he said he wouldn’t be able to get to it until Monday at the earliest.

      A very tall man, wearing a navy blue mechanic suit with a backwards baseball cap, stands there. “I’m just dropping off the Volvo for,” he looks down at the clipboard in his hand, “Claire Hyland.” 

      “I’m Claire Hyland, but there must be some sort of mix-up. My car was just brought in yesterday. How is it done already?”

      Thank God I have the extra cash that I took from Malcolm’s safe. It wasn’t much, but it's enough to pay for this and have a little leftover in case of another emergency. 

      “We were told your car was top priority. Spent all night replacing the starter. If you could just sign here.” He hands me the clipboard and a greased up pen. 

      “Let me just grab my wallet. Is cash ok?” 

      “Already paid for. We just need a signature.” 

      My jaw drops open. “What do you mean it’s already paid for? That’s impossible.”

      “I guess someone was looking out for you. Consider it your lucky day.” He nods toward the clipboard that’s hanging in my hand. “I’ve got other vehicles to get to that were bumped back to fit yours in, so if you don’t mind.” 

      “Oh yes. Sorry.” I begin signing on the x. “Do you have a name of the person who paid? I’d like to thank them.” 

      “I’ll pass along your gratitude.” He snatches the clipboard from my hand and walks away. I watch as he gets in a blue truck that’s parked in front of my car. It’s hard to make out in the distance, but it looks like Anderson Auto is written on the side of the blue pickup. 

      That’s not where I said to have the car towed. It was supposed to go to Martin’s Auto Service. Something is not right here. 

      I brush away the first thought that comes to my mind. 

      Malcolm. 

      This is something he would do. A sneaky way of trying to tell me that I’m found. That I can run but not hide. I close the door quickly and look out the window again. I watch as the truck drives away, then scope out the yard, looking for signs of a trespasser.

      Everything appears to be normal. 

      I go into the kitchen and flip open my laptop that’s on the counter. I open up the search browser and type in Anderson Auto in Redwood, AZ. 

      The only thing that pops up is an Anderson Auto located in Tulsa, which is over forty miles away. 

      Who would have my car towed from a repair shop right down the road, all the way to Tulsa, pay for it, and have it personally delivered to me? 

      This is just great. Not only do I have the burden of guilt that I was practically begging my student to have his way with me last night. Now, I have to rack my brain and try and figure out who went out of their way to do such a selfless act for me. If it even was selfless.

      That’s it. It has to be Knox. First, he snuck the money back in my bag for our fast food order, and now, he paid for my car. It has to be him. It would make sense; he knew it broke down. But, why? How could he even afford this big of a bill? He works as a dishwasher at Scotty’s and mentioned that he’s saving up for a down payment on a house after he graduates. 

      One thing is for sure, I need to find out if it was him. If it was, I intend to pay him back every penny. This is too much. 

      I walk into my bedroom and slip on my slippers and throw my red silk robe on, tying it tightly around my waist, to avoid any further awkwardness. 

      After the state that he was in last night, I’m sure he’s still passed out at Blakely’s. I open up the door and start walking across the yard, when I notice that the sliding door, I left out of last night, is still open. I pick up my pace and hurry inside, shutting it before mosquitoes find their way into the house. 

      I immediately notice the snacks scattered all over the kitchen island. Chips, cookies, even peanut butter with the top off and knife stuck in the jar. 

      A drunk man after my heart. Food is my go-to when I’ve had too much to drink. Nothing like kicking back with a buzz and stuffing your face without worrying that it will go straight to your thighs. 

      I walk into the living room, expecting him to be on the couch. Only he’s not. However, his clothes are still in a pile at the door, where he must have shed them last night. He’s here somewhere. This house is massive. I may have given myself the grand tour last night, counting seven bedrooms and five bathrooms. What twenty-year-old girl needs a house this big? 

      My hand grazes over the mahogany wooden banister, as I make my way up the stairs. Taking note of each small detail engraved in the custom finish. This had to have taken months to engrave. I trace my finger through the ivy vines, until I reach the top of the staircase. I turn left, remembering the bedroom with the large bathroom that had the whirlpool tub. I take a deep breath, before opening the door. 

      Empty. 

      I close the door behind me and continue checking the other bedrooms that have beds, all of which are empty. The only room left is the master bedroom that I took to be Blakely’s. I get a firm grip on the door handle and turn it slowly. He has to be in here. I push it open and, once again, empty. 

      Where is he?

      “You’re back.” I spin around quickly when I hear his voice. 

      I gasp at the sudden shock to my heart. “Oh my gosh, Knox. You scared the hell out of me.” I grab my chest and count each beat in my head, waiting for my pulse to slow. “Where were you?” I ask. 

      “Bathroom.” He points down the hall at one of the bedrooms or bathrooms. Whatever he’s pointing at. It just doesn’t matter. 

      “We need to talk.” I cross my arms over my chest, hiding my hard nipples that are poking through the fabric. 

      “Yeah, I should apologize for last night. That was totally out of character for me. I guess drinking will do that to ya.” He grins, half embarrassed, half nervous. 

      It’s quite the change from the confident Knox that had his hands wrapped around me last night. 

      “Let’s just forget about last night.” I tug my robe tighter and feel the heat rise to my cheeks. We can forget about last night, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’m inches away from Knox’s morning wood and still not fully dressed. I jerk my head up quickly when I realize I was staring. 

      A smile grows on his face. “Never happened.” 

      His arms fold over his chest, and I peel my eyes off of him. “Good. Now that that’s settled. I have a question for you, but first, could you maybe...” I nod toward his boxers, with my eyes strayed to the side, trying not to look, again. 

      He looks down. “Oh. Yeah, of course.” He walks downstairs, and I follow behind him, leaving some distance between us. 

      “I’ll just be in the kitchen,” I tell him, as I turn in the opposite direction. I don’t feel that it’s necessary to watch and see which leg he puts in his shorts first. 

      I take a seat on a stool at the kitchen island and take a deep breath, feeling the need to fan myself. I never expected Knox to get me this hot and bothered.  Maybe coming here was a bad idea. I just have to know. If it wasn’t Knox who had my car fixed, then I’m in trouble. There is only one other person who could have done this, and I refuse to let my mind go there. Not yet, anyway. 

      Knox walks in, and the tension is slightly less thick. At least he has shorts on now; he seems to have forgotten his shirt, though. He must have caught a glimpse of my reaction. “Sorry, my shirt is all wet, I must have spilled something on it.” 

      “It’s fine.” I swallow down my spit, wishing it was coffee. Everything happened so abruptly this morning that I suddenly remember that I haven’t even brushed my teeth. 

      “Coffee?” He grabs the empty pot from the coffee maker, as if he read my mind. 

      “Oh no, thanks.” I shake my head. “I can’t stay long.” 

      He slides the pot back into its place. “What’s up? Are you here to talk about last night and my drunken stupidity.” 

      I smile thinking about the feeling of his arms wrapped around me. “Actually, no. This is going to sound silly, but did you have my car fixed by chance?”

      “Your car?” he questions, pulling out a stool and sitting down next to me. He prompts his head up on his fist with his elbows on the marbled countertop. 

      “I had it towed to a mechanic here in Redwood, and somehow, it ended up in Tulsa and is now parked out front. Someone took care of the entire bill.”

      His perplexed expression leaves me feeling like an idiot. I don’t know why I even assumed an eighteen-year-old boy would go through all that trouble and financial strain. 

      “Oh, cool. It’s fixed. I bet that’s a relief.”

      “Yeah, a huge relief. So, you’re saying it wasn’t you?”

      “I wish I could say it was, but no, it wasn’t me.”

      My heart drops deep into my empty stomach. It’s time to go there. I have to assume it was Malcolm. Unless….Jorge. It had to be.

      I push the stool back and stand up abruptly. “I have to go.” I pause at the door. “I’ll see you...around.” And, I’m out. Walking quickly back the way I came. My slippers slide across the hay-like grass that could use a shower, much like myself. 

      Once I’m in the house, I head straight to my phone and don’t even bother trying to text, it takes too long for a response and time is not something I have right now. 

      “Jorge. Oh, thank God, you answered.”

      “Claire, why are you calling me? You know it’s too risky,” Jorge whispers into the phone.

      “Is he there?” I ask, pacing back and forth in the kitchen.

      “Shit has hit the fan, Love. He’s lost any small bit of sanity he had left.”

      “Where is he?” 

      “In the study. Where he has been for the past month. He’s created a shrine for tracking you down. I hate to say it, but I worry he’s getting close.” 

      I stop pacing and press my head against the cold steel refrigerator. Cooling me off and also bracing myself because I feel like I’m going to pass out. “Did you fix my car?”

      “Your car broke down?”

      Shit, it wasn’t him. 

      “Jorge, I think it’s too late. I think I’ve been found.” 

      “Now calm down, don’t go there just yet. If he knew where you were, the hunt would be called off. The way I see it, it’s still on, because he’s bringing new men in daily. His focus is solely on you.” 

      “Ok. You’re right.” I agree. “You’re right. Everything is fine.” I head to the counter and pull the half full carafe from the coffee pot, dumping the old stuff. 

      “I’ve gotta get off now. Things have been fucking crazy. I’ll be in touch if I catch wind of anything.” 

      “Thank you, Jorge. Really. You are my rock in this storm, and I don’t know what I’d do without you.” A single tear slides down my cheek. 

      “Hey, you don’t have to thank me. It was always my job to keep you safe. Now it’s an honor.” 

      I end the call and set the phone down gently on the counter, before continuing to make a pot of coffee. 

      Jorge’s dutiful words bring me comfort. A sense of security. And, I believe him. I trust that Jorge will always be in my corner. He’s proven that to me time and time again. 

      I’ll never forget the first words Jorge said to me. It was the morning after I met Malcolm. I woke up in a California King bed with a satin sheet draped over my naked body. Malcolm was sitting on the edge of the bed with a tray full of breakfast foods and a single white rose in a vase. I didn’t know until that day that white roses were my favorite. It’s probably because he molded me to believe they were. The first couple of weeks, that’s what I woke to. 

      “Good morning, beautiful,” he whispered in my ear, as he pressed a chaste kiss to my cheek. Leaving me feeling on top of the world—like the queen of his castle. His italian accent had me squeezing my thighs together under the blanket. 

      I didn’t speak out of fear that he would get a whiff of my morning breath and toss me out. I wanted that breakfast. After losing myself to him over and over again the night before, I had worked up quite an appetite. It smelled amazing, and living on a very low budget, I was used to only buttered toast every single morning. I simply smiled, and that was enough for him. 

      I pulled the sheet up, gripping it tightly in my fists, as I tried to hide what was underneath. I felt vulnerable—intimidated. 

      “You are simply breathtaking in your natural beauty.” He stroked my hair with the back of his hand.  “I have to run out for the day. I’d like you to stay. If that’s what you want?” 

      It wasn’t a question, really. That was Malcolm’s way of manipulating me. He’d first offer me a compliment, then he’d tell me what he wanted, then he would ask what I wanted. 

      “Ok” is all I managed to say. I can’t figure out why I’m even here. Why this man has an interest in me. The poor girl who spends her days hanging out at an art gallery, working as a janitor, just so she can use their studio and survive through college. 

      “This is for you.” He hands me a Visa card. Your car is waiting out front for you. Please, buy yourself something nice to wear and meet me in the formal dining room at eight o’clock sharp.” 

      I look down at the card, puzzled. Excitement overcomes me at the idea of going out to buy myself something nice. And, a car. I don’t even own a car. Why did he call it my car? 

      “Oh, and Jorge will be waiting for you downstairs. He will go with you wherever you go.” He stands up and walks toward the door. 

      “Jorge?” I finally speak. 

      He stops and turns around. “Yes, Jorge. He will keep you safe.” 

      That was the first and last truth Malcolm ever spoke to me.
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      Knox

      The warehouse is packed body to body with students. The overhead lights shine down brightly on the center of the cage. Girls gather around it in tight little shorts with crop tops and signs in their hands. Axel has gone all out tonight. Leave it to him to bring ring girls into this. I’m feeling pretty relaxed tonight, knowing that it’s not my night. If it were, I’d be freaking the fuck out right about now. 

      Dane Rivers bounces around in the cage, popping his mouthpiece in, and then begins doing air punches with his eyes focused on his opponent—a guy I don’t recognize but holds the same size and frame as Dane. 

      “Bets are closed. The first round begins in two minutes,”  Axel announces on the speaker.

      It’s all pretty professional. There is one referee and the trainers on each side by the fighters. There are three rounds, each lasting five minutes, and a row of judges announce the winners. Attendees pay to get in and that money goes toward paying the fighters. Bets are placed and the payout is 2:1. Axel has actually set things up pretty nicely, and if I were a fan of this shit, I’d be impressed. 

      “Looks good, man.” I join Axel at the sound table. He presses a couple buttons and “A Little Bit Off” by Five Finger Death Punch blasts through the speakers. 

      “Hell yeah, it does. I live for this shit.”  

      He isn’t lying. After his mom passed away, he was drinking all day, every day. He’d show up to school looking like shit. It wasn’t until he started this ring that the life in him came back. Not the best way to find happiness, but who am I to judge. 

      “Sorry about last night. I was fucking wasted, and you know... Harper and shit.” He keeps his eyes on the sound system, as he talks. I know apologies aren’t his strong suit, but the fact that he’s even giving one is enough for me. 

      “Nah, don’t worry about it. It wasn’t my house to invite her to,” I tell him. They do need to squash this for the sake of the group, but I can’t force it on them. 

      “Alright. Time to get this party started. Ready to see some blood, sweat, and tears?” His tone shifts from mildly sincere to pumped up and raring to go. 

      He’s not fighting tonight. Last weekend, he fucked up his hand, and I can’t say that I felt sorry for him. He might run the joint, but he also partakes in the action. He’s been going hard at this every weekend, and while he’s got skills, he’s also taken some beatings. 

      The referee stands in the middle with the fighters on each side, as the ring-girl struts around the cage with the first-round sign over her head. 

      Once she’s out, the ref waves his hand in the air, and the clock starts. These guys don’t waste a second. Dane takes a jab right into his opponent's nose. Blood flies out, as the crowd shrieks. 

      Dane’s in a heel hook, held on tight by his opponent. His arms gripping firmly onto his leg, and next thing I know, he’s falling to the ground. 

      “Oh, shit,” I mutter under my breath. Dane takes some heavy blows. One after another. 

      Then the buzzer sounds. 

      Round one is done. 

      I’m glad I didn’t place any bets on this one. I would have went for Dane, and it looks like I would have lost. 

      Dane is still lying down, as his trainer goes to his side, rubbing Vaseline on his face and pouring water into his mouth. Once he’s up, the crowd goes wild. Aside from a small group who are booing. 

      “Who is this guy?” I ask Axel, as he resets the clock. 

      “That’s Marco Wilton. Graduated last year from LV. Don’t you recognize him?”

      “No way! That’s Marco. Damn, he’s really packed on the muscle.

      Marco is Jasper’s best friend. He’s always been ripped, but he’s hardly recognizable now. 

      “Yep. Unfortunately for our buddy Dane, he’s lit in the cage.”

      Axel starts the countdown for the next round. This time, it’s Taya walking around the cage. I’ve never seen her like this before. She’s usually very reserved, but tonight, she’s killing it in her skimpy black mini skirt and white tank top. Just as she turns to face us, my jaw drops to the floor. 

      “Holy fuck.” Axel drags in a breath. 

      “I didn’t know she had it in her.” I pick my jaw off the floor, after she rounds the corner and steps out of the cage. 

      If you told me last night that our Miss Priss, Taya, would be strutting around in a see through white tank top with no bra and her hard nips would be poking out, I’d have laughed in your face. But, sure enough, there she goes. At this point, I’m pretty sure all eyes are on her and half of the crowd just missed Dane going down again. 

      “Damn. Get up, Dane.” I stand up and cheer him on. But, he’s not getting up. In fact, he’s not even moving. 

      The ref calls a stop of action, and Marco takes his corner, but he’s on fire—hungry for more. 

      “Fuck,” Axel huffs, “I gotta get out there. When I give you the signal, start the clock back up.” 

      I sit back down and watch, as Axel makes his way up to the cage. The ref is hovering over Dane, and just as he makes a move and we think he’s getting up, Marco comes out of nowhere and gives him a blow to the head. 

      “What the hell?” I shout. 

      The crowd is outraged. Axel grabs Marco by the arm, screaming in his face, and is about ready to throw down himself. 

      “Not fucking cool, man,” I mutter under my breath. Who in their right mind hits a man when he’s down? I know this is a competition, but that was uncalled for. Dane is, obviously, out at this point. The man is barely conscious. He’s hanging on by a thread. Marco looks like he’s about to go postal. He’s fuming—pacing back and forth, as he struggles to maintain his adrenaline rush. 

      The ref calls the fight, and Axel hurries back down to the sound system and control panel. He grabs the microphone. “The referee has called the bout. Marco has been disqualified for unsportsmanlike conduct. So your winner is..Dane Lewis.” He emphasizes Lewis, and the crowd stands up to support him, as he gets carried out of the ring by a security guard and his trainer. 

      Most of the crowd that is. All except a few LV guys who are losing their shit. Something tells me that Marco won’t be letting this go—that they won’t be letting this go. 

      “They're pissed.” I look at Axel, who is brushing a bead of sweat off his head. 

      “Yeah, no kidding.” He slams the mic down on the table. “Rules are rules. He knew better. We fight. We don’t annihilate.”

      I keep an eye on Marco’s crew, and all at once, they look over to us, shooting daggers, which I know means trouble. Axel’s had problems like this before, and he’s handled them well. But this feels different. Something bigger than a football game or a girl stuck in the middle. This feels like a war being waged.
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      Claire 

      I’ve spent my day walking back and forth from window to window. Peeking out at blow of the wind. My bare feet hit every inch of this floor in a matter of minutes. Insanity kicking in, as I make my way to the west window once more. 

      Nothing.

      My mind refuses to settle, and every time I try to relax, something has me sprinting to make sure I’m not being watched. 

      I knew that leaving would be hard. I knew that, at some point in time, I’d have to face the reality that he could find me. I just didn’t expect it so soon. I just want to live freely. I want to find happiness. Maybe date a man someday and not worry that Malcolm will find out and destroy him—destroy us both. I want kids. I want it all, and I deserve it damnit. 

      Anxiety and worry mix with anger, and I find myself fleeing toward the bedroom. I tear the white sheet off the small oak desk in the corner. A sheet that has remained in place for months. Underneath it, my escape. 

      I pull open the drawer and grab an angled brush. I don’t even stop to think about what I’m painting. That’s the beauty of art—there doesn’t have to be a plan, there is nothing that separates an artist and her work. It’s just me, the brush, and the blank canvas. I take the top off the pallet and dip in. The brush strokes leave a slipstream of blue, painting the sky of another lifetime. One I have yet to take residence in. A life with no fear. A life where my reflection is more than an unnerved face. 

      I keep at it for hours. Just brushing along lines and arrays of nothingness. I step back, looking down at my paint stained skin—then to my canvas. No longer blank. It’s now full of life and has a future. It might just sit in the closet, hidden from the world, but it has meaning. 

      I sit down on the edge of the bed and stare for what feels like minutes. If something as empty as a canvas can transform into something full of life, why can’t I?

      I throw myself back, fully aware of the fact that I’m likely getting paint all over. I listen intently to the sound of my beating heart, wondering what its purpose is. This can’t be all that it’s meant for. Hiding out in fear. Lying to people. Avoiding any possibility of getting close to another person. 

      A head-splitting thud has me springing off the bed. My heart’s in my throat, as I tip-toe to the bedroom window behind the desk. I lean over, peering through the vinyl blinds. The sun has set and not a fraction of daylight remains. 

      “What the hell was that?” I mutter under my breath. 

      I really need to invest in a security system, or a big dog. I walk featherlike across the room, trying not to make a sound. I make my way over to the living room window and look out across the lawn, and that’s when I see him. 

      Knox is standing shirtless in Blakely’s yard, in a pair of gym shorts and old sneakers. The bright yard lights shine down on him. He doesn’t see me, but I see him. He lifts a small ax in his hand over his head and brings it down forcefully, splitting a chunk of wood in half. 

      Maybe he’s having a bonfire tonight. For once, I wouldn’t be opposed. If he has a group of people out there, that means witnesses. Which also means Malcolm or one of his goons will not be snooping around. I might actually get some a good night’s sleep. 

      Either way, I find myself slipping on a pair of flip flops. I close the door behind me and walk toward him, crossing my arms over my chest. I’m dressed more appropriately this time, but I still can’t help but feel underdressed. He does that to me. I’m not sure why, but I always feel slightly inadequate in his presence. Here I am, a bony and frail woman who has the build of a thirteen year old girl. Straw-like hair that’s piled in a messy bun on the top of my head, and him—his body is one that belongs on the cover of a sports magazine. I take note of his v-line that runs into the waistline of his shorts. 

      His eyes find mine, as I get closer. “Party tonight?” I ask him, as he stands there with the ax hanging at his side. He uses his free forearm to wipe the sweat from his face, leaving behind a trail of dirt. He doesn’t even mind that he’s filthy and sweaty. Why would he? It’s not like I am anyone who he would ever try to impress. Yet, here I am, finding myself wanting to affect him. It’s so wrong, but no one needs to know but me. If I ever shared my thoughts of Knox with another soul, I’d be considered a predator. 

      “Nah, just taking care of some of this wood.” 

      “Doesn’t Blakely have people who do that for her?” I know she does. I see them out here all the time, keeping the yard completely free of twigs or anything else that makes its way into the perfectly landscaped yard. 

      “Yeah, but I asked her to save this for me, so I could burn it. Figured if I didn’t get it out of here, sooner or later, someone else would.” He steps closer, looking down at my rainbow-colored skin. “What are you up tonight? Painting?” 

      I rub my arm, completely forgetting that my body looks like an abstract painting. 

      “A little bit.” I look back at him and see his smile. He is always so happy. Even when there is nothing to be happy about. Like, right now, he’s splitting wood in the dry heat, and he doesn’t complain. 

      He tosses the ax to the side, and it sticks perfectly into a piece of wood, then goes to speak, but I cut him off, “I should go.” 

      “Why did you come out here?” He surprises me with his words.

      “I, umm.” I press my lips together and search for the words. “I really don’t know.” It’s the truth. I have no fricken idea why I am standing here right now, and I’m feeling pretty stupid for it. 

      “I’m glad you are. But, if you walked all those hundred yards, shouldn't we at least have a drink?” 

      “You’re only eighteen. Besides, don’t you have better things to do than split wood in the dark and have a drink with your teacher on a Saturday night?” 

      “Splitting wood is therapeutic, and age is just a number, isn’t it? 

      “Not in the eyes of the law, and you don’t come off as someone who needs therapy.” 

      He takes another step toward me, and I step back away from the bright light and into the darkness. His body’s close enough to still make out every perfected inch.

      My stomach ties up knots, and that unwanted giddiness returns.  “One drink,” I say, ignoring the voice in my head that tells me to walk away. The one that reminds me that he is too young—for me, and for a drink. 

      I look over at his house in the distance and see Val walk past the kitchen window. She doesn’t spot us, but it’s a reminder that no matter how much I want Knox to be a man, he’s just a boy. 

      “One drink sounds good to me.” He stands firmly in place. His hands at his sides.

      “My house?”  

      “Nah, Blakely has the good stuff. You said one drink, might as well make it a drink to remember.” 

      He doesn’t know that I’ve already tapped into her wine cabinet. I should feel guilty, but for some reason, I don’t. I’m not sure if it’s because I know that everything she owns was given to her, or if it’s because I’ve started to lose the ability to feel. I need someone or something to show me how to feel again. To love again. To fall in love with life again. 

      I follow behind Knox, looking over at his house and behind me, just to be sure no one sees us. 

      He steps to the side so that I can enter the house then slides the door closed behind us. The mess on the counter from last night has been cleaned up. Everything sits perfectly in place. You’d never guess that a drunkard was in here, raiding the cupboards the night before. You’d also never guess that a nosey neighbor was in here, shuffling through the closets and drinking the most expensive wine in the wine cooler. 

      “You clean up well.” I trace my finger over the countertop and point my finger to show that not a single crumb was left behind.

      “I can’t take credit for that.” Knox pulls open the door of the refrigerator. “Esme stopped by shortly after you left. Cooked me a five course breakfast and cleaned up the house.”  He pulls out a couple bottles of beer, handing one to me. I take it from him but contemplate whether I really want to do this. Having a drink with Knox is highly inappropriate. Then again, I’m not exactly the queen of good choices. 

      He twists the top off his beer and tosses it on the counter. 

      I tsk at his behavior, grabbing the metal top and pressing my foot down on the garbage can. “Watch how easy this is.” I toss the top in and smirk. 

      He grabs my beer from my hand and pops the top on it, throwing it in the garbage before the lid’s closed, then hands it back to me. “Better?”

      “Much.”

      I guess the decision has been made. 

      “Would you mind if I clean up really quick? Won’t take me long.” He takes a long swig of his beer.

      “Have at it. I’ll just sit here, nursing this.” I hold my beer up. 

      Once he’s gone, I take a sip, swallowing down any negative feelings that are creeping up on me. It’s just a drink. Knox might be underage, but he’s more mature than most guys his age. He works. He’s home on a Saturday night, which is actually very odd for him. Not to mention, he is a straight-A student, who is going places after graduation. 

      It’s fine. This is fine.

      Before I even realize it, I’ve already finished the entire bottle. I don’t drink beer often. Malcolm always frowned upon women drinking beer, said it was a man’s drink. Women needed something fancy in their hands, something that didn’t make them look like they just stepped out of a bar, another thing he frowned upon—married women going to bars. 

      It’s crazy how much I missed out on in the last five years because I chose to be the wife of a narcissistic millionaire whose most prized possessions are the women who he owns. 

      “Jorge, I don’t think I can do this. Do I look okay?”

      I run my fingers down the shiny red gown, pressing my fingers to my lips, to see if the matching lip stain is still intact. 

      “You look absolutely stunning. These girls have nothing on you. Mr. Lavigne is a lucky man to have your company this evening.”

      “What if I make a mistake? Mr. Rossi will be so upset.” 

      Jorge takes my hand in his. “You were the highest bid for a reason, love. They all want you. Only you.” 

      In one swift motion, I sweep the counter with my arm, as rage ensues, not even realizing what I’ve done until the bottle crashes into the front of the oven door. Brown pieces of broken glass scatter at my feet. 

      Knox comes running into the kitchen, one arm still hanging free from his white t-shirt. “What happened? You ok?” He looks down at the destroyed bottle.

      “I’m so sorry. I’m such a clutz. I bumped it with my elbow and the thing went flying.” I bend over and begin picking up the larger chunks, tossing them in the trash can. 

      “Here, let me help.” He squats down at my side. The dampness still on his skin from his shower. The scent of cedar and jasmine fill my senses, and I catch myself watching him— inhaling him from afar, instead of helping with the glass.

      I jerk my gaze away quickly and pick up a tiny shard of glass. “Ouch.” I shriek in pain,  yanking my hand back. A bead of blood pools on the surface where my skin was punctured, a tiny sliver of brown sticking out of it. 

      “Oh shit.” Knox jumps up so fast that you’d think I just cut my finger off. He pulls open a drawer and takes a stack of, once neatly, folded towels. Grabbing one, he rushes to the sink and runs it under water then returns to my side. 

      “It’s ok.” I laugh. “It's just a little cut.” I use the fingernails of my thumb and index finger to pluck the tiny piece of glass out and reach over to drop it in the trash can. Knox grabs my hand, pulling it close to him, and presses the cold towel on it. 

      “I’m ok. Really,” I assure him. His hands are still pressed firmly against the towel. 

      “You sure?” he questions with sincerity. I look up and our eyes catch, and for a moment, I’m mesmerized. Lost in them. Seeing something more than just a boy, I see a man. 

      I break away, the gaze and my hand, using my free hand to apply pressure. “Absolutely sure. Thank you for this.” I raise the towel. “It’s just a little puncture of the skin. I think I’m going to survive.” 

      “There are band aids in the top drawer of the bathroom on the right.” He points down the hallway. “I’ll get this cleaned up.” 

      I nod my head and stand up. I pull the towel away, and the cut is barely even noticeable. Just a ring of blood around it, blending with the array of colors on my fingers. 

      After I’ve scrubbed the paint off my hands and arms, I look in the mirror and notice a long streak of yellow paint, sweeping across my left cheek, stopping in the middle of my nose. “Oh my god,” I mumble under my breath. I grab the towel and use the clean side to dab at the paint smear. This whole time I’ve been wearing a sunbeam on my face. I want to cry in embarrassment but laugh at the same time. Every encounter I’ve had with Knox has been a disaster. 

      I toss the towel into the sink and press my palms against the marbled vanity, looking closely at my reflection to be sure that I got it all. I look directly into my eyes and want to scream at the girl looking back at me. I want to shake her and tell her to get her shit together. To tell her to quit being so damn scared all the time. Scared to live. Scared to fail. Scared to succeed. I want to tell her to do what needs to be done: put Malcolm away, so he can’t touch you. Find your dad and get closure. Put the pain of the past where it belongs, so that a future is possible. 

      I pull away and  push those thoughts down. Because this girl who appears to be strong is nothing but a weak and broken soul. One with a future that leads down a dark path back into the arms of a monster.
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      Knox

      I sweep up the remaining pieces of glass, pretty sure that I got them all. Ms. Hyland rounds the corner, and I smile when I see that she caught the paint on her face. I could have told her, but I thought it was too damn cute to wash off. It was a nice reminder that she is human and makes mistakes just like the rest of us. 

      My eyes find her finger, wrapped up in a small band aid. “Better?”

      She presses her lips together to refrain from laughing. “It was no big deal. Like I said, just a small cut.” 

      I may have overreacted, and it wasn’t the blood that got me. It was her pain. Even if it was small, it was there, and I didn’t like it. 

      “Thanks for cleaning this up. I can’t believe I was so clumsy.” 

      “Don’t even worry about it. You’d be surprised at how many bottles I've broken in my short life.” I sweep off the dustpan with the brush and set them on the countertop. “I know the deal was one drink, but that hardly qualifies.”

      “Actually, I should probably get going. It’s getting late.” 

      “What?” I draw out, “No. Come on, don’t leave me hanging alone on a Saturday night.” 

      “Trust me, you’re in better company alone than you are with me. I’m not much fun.” She leans over the counter, pressing her elbows down and resting her chin in her hands.

      “I happen to enjoy your company. So, humor me. Stick around a little bit.” 

      She takes a moment to think, her lips pressed in a firm line. “Ok, a little bit longer.” 

      “Yes.” I make a fist and tug my arm back. I open the refrigerator and grab a couple more beers.

      “No more beer for me, though. It’s obvious what happens when I drink.” She holds her finger up and grins. “I’ll just have a glass of water.” 

      I open up the glass china cabinet and pull out a stemmed glass and fill it with ice and water for her and we walk into the living room. She stops in the entryway, and I know exactly what’s going through her mind. I imagine her standing there in her silk gown, naturally beautiful and tempting. 

      I can see the color rise in her cheeks, and I know she’s remembering what happened, and the feel of my touch, as I watched goosebumps trail her arms with each stroke against her skin. 

      “This way.” I nod my head toward the other living room. One that has a television. She follows behind in tense steps. Hopefully, not regretting her decision. We walk into the room that has a large suede sectional couch, a wall size television with a fireplace in the corner. A full size bar with a wine chiller is in the opposite corner, and the room has a killer surround system.  

      I grab the remote and flip through the channels, stopping on Big Bang Theory. She walks over, taking a seat on the couch. Her legs bent directly in front of her and her back as straight as a board. 

      “How about a glass of wine? You seem tense.” 

      “Are you sure all of this is ok? It doesn’t seem right that we’re invading Ms. Porter’s house like this.” 

      “Is that the problem?” I laugh. “Listen, Blakely is my best friend in the world. I practically live here when she’s not home. She knows this. Hell, I even have a closet full of clothes upstairs.” I pull at my fresh pressed white t-shirt to show that I do, in fact, have extra clothes here. 

      It’s true. Ever since her parents moved to God knows where, I’m here all the time on the weekends. Mom even knows where to find me if I’m not at home or with the boys. This is like my second home. It works out great because it gives me an escape and gives Blakely some company, while Jasper is away. 

      “Come with me.” I take her hand and pull her up, grabbing her ice water. I lead the way over to the bar and dump the water down the small built-in sink. “Red or white?” 

      “Red, please.” 

      I open the chiller and pull out two bottles, holding both up. She points to the sweet stuff. Once I have the top popped, I pour a glass and watch as she takes her first sip, hoping for a smile, or any reaction that says she’s not being held here against her will. 

      “What?” She scoffs with a pinched mouth on the rim of the glass, as she tips it back.

      “Just making sure it's to your liking.” 

      She brings the glass down. “It’s perfect. Thank you.” 

      “Good.” I walk back to the couch and plop down comfortably. I grab my beer in the cupholder and take a swig. “So, tell me about yourself.” I say, as she takes a seat on the opposite end. 

      “What do you wanna know?” She turns toward me, tucking one leg underneath the other. Finally taking on a non-robotic form. 

      “Everything.” 

      She looks down at her legs, as I begin tracing my finger on her calf. “There isn’t much to know, really. I moved here a few months ago to take this position, and here I am.” 

      “Come on, Claire.” Her eyes shoot up at the use of her first name. “Do you mind if I call you, Claire? I mean after all,” I hold up my beer and look toward the glass in her hand, “I think we’ve moved past Ms. Hyland.” 

      “I suppose I’ll let it slide. But, come Monday morning, I’m Ms. Hyland again.” She teases, tipping her glass back and taking a long swallow, as she continues to watch me, sending a flirtatious vibe that I’m totally digging. 

      I slide down a little closer and watch, as she tenses up again, but instead of moving away, she slides closer. 
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      What feels like minutes, turns into hours, as we sit here stone cold sober talking about life, school, our disgust for half of the human race. She seems to have let her guard down slightly and is making an attempt at getting comfortable around me. The more time I spend with her, the more time I want. She’s smart, she’s intriguing, and she’s actually pretty funny. I think what draws me in the most is that she’s mysterious. There is something about her that has me wanting to know it all. Anytime I ask her about her past, she quickly changes the subject.

      I return from using the bathroom and find her laying down on the couch, her legs straight out in front of her and her arms crossed over her chest, as she stares up at the vaulted ceiling. 

      “Penny for your thoughts?” I ask, picking up her legs and taking a seat, letting them fall back on top of me. 

      “Why are you hanging out with me at,” she grabs her phone by her side, ‘three o’clock in the morning on Saturday night, or Sunday morning?” She scoots herself up, leaving her legs thrown over mine.

      “I went out for a while. Got bored and came home. You happened to find your way over, and here we are.” 

      It’s the truth, sort of. I was at the fight. After watching Dane and Marco, I wasn’t feeling it anymore, so I left. I twiddled my thumbs for a little bit at home, then looked out my window and saw her light on. I had to think of a way to get her attention without being forward, so I started splitting wood. Sure enough, it worked.

      “Regrets?” I ask. 

      She pierces her lips together, then shakes her head. “No, not at all.” 

      “Can I ask you something?” 

      “You can ask whatever you want, it doesn’t mean that I’ll answer,” she deadpans. 

      This girl reminds me so much of Blakely that it isn’t funny. She doesn’t put on a show to make others like her. Doesn’t take shit from anyone, and doesn’t do anything that she doesn’t want to do. 

      “Why do you always look so sad?” I put my hand on her leg and begin to gently massage her lower thigh. She watches each movement with lust filled eyes. 

      “I guess I haven’t found anything here to make me feel otherwise.” Her eyes stay glued to my hand, until she lifts her gaze. Meeting mine. It’s taking everything in me not to throw myself on top of her right now. I may not be as experienced as someone her age might want, but I’ve got experience, and I definitely have the ability to make her feel something. 

      “What about right now? What are you feeling?” I inch my hand up slowly, working my way up her thigh. 

      “I’m feeling like this is a bad idea.” 

      My heart beats rapidly in my chest, and if I keep going with this, she’s going to feel something growing rapidly into her leg. “Then why aren’t you stopping me.” I slide my hand up further in a massaging motion, as my fingers brush against the bottom of her shorts. 

      “I’m not a good girl, and bad choices are all I know how to make.” She slides down, forcing my hand to go up her shorts. She lays her back firmly against the couch, and her eyes return to the ceiling. 

      I use my finger to trace the line of her panties. 

      Fuck, is this really happening right now?

      My dick hardens instantaneously. I maneuver out of the grasp of her legs on me and kneel in front of her, spreading her legs to each side of my body. With my hand still up the leg of her shorts, I use my free hand to push up her shirt, exposing her stomach. I lean forward and press my lips gently to it, inhaling her scent, tasting her skin. My tongue circles around her belly button, and when she bucks her hips up, I know she wants more. 

      My hand slips under her cotton panties, and I rub my thumb against her clit. Her eyes are closed tightly, as if she’s trying to shut out what's happening, without stopping it. 

      “Open your eyes.” My voice comes out husky and full of need. 

      She does as I ask and looks at me. I see that same desire behind her glassy stare that I feel burning inside of me. Still teasing her clit, I slide one finger inside of her. Feeling her want for me soak my fingers. 

      I lean forward, breathing into her ear, “Do you want me to stop?” 

      She doesn’t speak but shakes her head instead. My mouth grazes over the thin skin of her collarbone. Tracing along her neck and gently sucking her skin between my teeth. I push another finger inside of her, and she folds around my hand, swaying her hips to the motion, as I slide in and out of her. 

      She’s so sweet, so inviting and so damn tight. My dick begs for her attention, to feel the grip of her touch.

      I straighten myself up, pulling my hand back and sliding her shorts down, along with her panties, and then toss them to the floor. Her lower body is completely exposed to me. Her swollen clit waiting for my return to finish her off.

      My dick presses firmly into her thigh, as I grind myself against her. I curl my fingers back inside her, hitting just the right spot, when she lets out a soft moan. Pressing farther and deeper, I watch her face. Her mouth agape, and her hungry eyes fixated on mine, as she lifts her hips to gain friction. I lean forward, pressing my mouth to her neck, as her arms come up under the back of my shirt, her nails digging into the skin of my shoulder blades. 

      “Oh god, Knox.” I begin moving quicker and feel her come undone, as she fills up, losing herself to my touch, evidence of her orgasm filling my hand. 

      I don’t speak out of fear of ruining the moment, but my heady breaths are enough for her to know how bad I want her right now, because next thing I know, she’s reaching her hand down and moving it over my dick, through the fabric of my shorts. 

      “Take these off.” She begins tugging at my shorts. I prop myself up on the back of the couch and slide them down to my ankles then kick them free and pull my shirt over my head.  

      My dick sticks straight out, as she takes it into her hand, grazing her thumb over my head. She moves forward until she is eye level with my cock. I throw my head back and close my eyes, as she takes me into her mouth. Her perfect lips wrap around me, as she slides half of my length, in and out of her mouth.

      Damn, she’s so fucking hot. The way she takes complete control and knows exactly what she’s doing.

      Her free hand cups my balls, and I can already tell this isn’t going to last long. She pulls me out of her mouth and uses her tongue to trace down the side of my full length. She’s a fucking goddess, working her magic on me. I’ve had blow jobs before, but this is like nothing I’ve ever experienced. She sucks my head into her mouth, flicking her tongue then takes all of me, in and out, as I sway my hips back and forth. 

      “Fuck, Ms. Hyland,” I groan, instantly regretting it. Hoping it isn’t a reminder that I’m her student. I gawk as I wait for her reaction, but she doesn’t stop. She moves faster, taking me in to the back of her throat. “I’m gonna come.” I begin to pull away, but she doesn’t let me. I let out a raspy moan before shooting my release down her throat. She continues to suck, swallowing down the liquid, and it isn’t until my body stops trembling that she stops. 

      Pulling away, she looks up at me, wiping the back of her hand across her mouth. 

      “That was—” I search for the words. At a complete loss, my body still in shock from what she just did to me. 

      “Amazing.” She finishes my sentence. 

      “Yeah,” I smile, “amazing.” I bend down and grab my t-shirt off the floor and hand it to her to clean herself off. She gathers her shorts and panties then slides them back on. I’m waiting for a sign that she thinks this was a mistake, but I have yet to get one. 

      “I’m going to clean up in the bathroom. I’ll be right back.” She goes to walk away, but I stop her, grabbing her by the wrist and pulling her back into me. I press a chaste kiss to her forehead. She looks up at me with curious eyes, then returns my smile. I let go of my hold on her and watch, as she walks away.

      I’m walking on air,  but preparing for the downfall.
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      Claire

      When I walk back into the room where I let myself go, it’s empty. A momentary brush of humility comes over me, as memories of my past trickle through my mind. 

      He got what he wanted. Now, he’s gone. 

      That is until he rounds the corner, slicking his wet hair back off his forehead. He looks as if he just hosed himself down. He’s wearing another fresh pressed t-shirt, only, this time, it’s black, with the words Free Bird on the front in bold white letters. Esme must press all the laundry done in this house. Maybe I should leave a few of my shirts laying around for her. I catch his smile and return one back to him. Feeling as giddy as a damn school child. In this moment—right now, Knox is no boy. He is a man who just gave me the ride of my life. One that I fear I can’t get off, no matter how much I know I should. 

      “Hey.” He sucks the corner of his lower lip between his teeth. Looking even more tempting than he did when he was kneeled over me ten minutes ago. 

      “Hey,” I respond coyly. 

      Slow and steady steps have him at my side. He runs both hands down my arms, all while watching me intently. 

      All I can do is release a drawn out yawn, feeling exhausted from all of the events of the day. 

      “You should get some sleep.” He pulls me into his chest, and I feel as if I could sleep comfortably in this position, like his chest was molded for my head.

      Instead, I pull back. “Sleep sounds like a great idea.” I nod toward the exit of the living room. “I should go.”

      “Stay with me.” It's more of a question than a demand. 

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” 

      “I thought good choices were foreign to you.” He flirts with a smile. 

      “I did say that, didn’t I?”  

      He nods. “Yep.”

      I drop my face in my hands. In that moment, I was convincing myself of every reason that being with him was right. Right now, I’m so exhausted that I’m trying to convince myself of every reason that leaving is wrong. 

      “Ok,” I hold my finger up, “I’ll stay here with you under one condition.”

      “Anything. You name it.”

      “No one can ever know about this.” He lets out a chuckle and turns away. I place my hand on his cheek and turn his head back toward me. “I mean it, Knox. No one.”

      “I wouldn’t tell a soul.” 

      And just like that his lips crash into mine. And I let them. I taste them, and I take in every moment that his tongue is dancing with mine. Because come tomorrow, this can never happen again. 
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        * * *

      

      My eyes flutter open in the dark room. Knox is sprawled out to the right of me in the king size bed. I slap my hand at the nightstand to my left, until I find my phone. Swiping the screen, I see that the darkness has deceived me. It’s already eleven o’clock in the morning. These blackouts blinds definitely hold true to their job at not letting sunlight in, even more so than the ones at Malcolm’s house. And he thought he had the best of everything. Such a fool. 

      I contemplate making an escape, and just as my mind is made up and I attempt to slither out from beneath the satin sheet, his arm reaches over and wraps around me, pulling me close.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” His voice is strangled, and his eyes are still tightly closed. 

      “I was just...going to use the bathroom.” I lie. It’s not that I don’t want to be here. God, I do. More than anything I want to stay here tangled in Knox’s arms, forgetting about the outside world, pretending that this is okay. It’s feels so right, but it is so wrong. 

      “Five more minutes.” He grips me tighter, as his legs form a pretzel with my own. 

      “Five more minutes,” I agree. What harm can five more minutes do that hasn’t already been done? Instead of getting up, I lie here and soak it in. The feeling of a man holding me. Really holding me. I’ve had arms around me plenty of times, but this is different. These feelings are foreign to me. For the first time in my life, a man wants my company, without getting something in return. 

      When the sound of heavy breathing hits my ears, I slowly twist my head around to get a look behind me. He’s back to sleep. I turn my full body to face him. His arm draped over my bare waist, as I lay here in just a bra and underwear. The room is dark, but I can make out the form of his body and the details of his face, with his mouth slightly open. 

      His lips curl up, and I press mine together with a dampened smile. 

      “You’re not sleeping are you?” I talk into the pillowcase that my face is now muzzled into. I'm not a big fan of sharing morning breath. I’ve always wondered how couples in movies can just wake up and automatically start eating each other’s faces. Disgusting. 

      His eyes open quickly, and as much as I want to lie here and small talk, I really do need to use the bathroom and raid the cabinets for some mouthwash. 

      “I’ll be right back.” I gently pull away. 

      “I’ll be waiting.” He rolls over onto his stomach. I open the adjoining bathroom door, letting a ray of light shine in and look back at his beautiful body lying there. His arms folded under his head in just a pair of black boxer briefs. 

      Ten minutes later, I’m feeling slightly fresher than when I walked in here. I hit the lights and open the door, expecting the same darkness I left, only the blinds have been drawn, the bed made, and Knox is nowhere in sight. 

      I walk across the hardwood floor to the bedroom door that is cracked open and take in the aroma of coffee. Drawing a smile to my face, I make my way through the hallway and down the staircase. 

      “Good morning.” He hands me a black coffee mug filled to the brim. 

      “Thank you.” I take it into both hands and sit down on the stool at the center island. “You drink coffee?” I say it, as more of a statement than a question. 

      “Not often, but after our late night, I could use a little pick-me-up.” He grins, as he takes a sip, his eyes leveled with mine. 

      I can feel the heat rise to my cheeks, as I think about our late night. It was everything that I needed, but something that should have never happened. Yet, I want it to happen again and again. 

      Watching him maneuver through the kitchen, so confidently, in just his boxers, has me chewing my bottom lip to prevent me from throwing myself at him like some kind of cougar. 

      The sound of the garage door opening has us both alarmed and frozen in place momentarily. ‘Is she home?” I jump off the stool in an erratic movement. I stumble over my own two feet and catch myself from faceplanting before quickly moving to the door.

      “It could just be Esme.” He holds up a finger to stop me. 

      “Esme can’t find me here. Like this,” I look down at my clothes, “with you.”

      I reach for the handle of the door, and Knox is at my side in one second flat. “When will I see you again?” His arms wrap around my waist. 

      “Tomorrow. In class,” I say, before I’m gone. Looking in every direction, as I walk briskly to the guest house. 

      Each step has me second guessing everything that happened between Knox and me. It was fun until up until we almost got caught.
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      Knox

      I slide the door closed behind her and watch, as she hurries back to her house. When she reaches the front porch, she turns back and looks at me quickly, before pulling open the door and going inside. 

      The morning may have been cut short, but nothing can wipe this smile off my face. The door to the garage flies open, and Blakely steps in, wearing a pair of oversized sunglasses, and a long trench coat with heels that make her almost as tall as I am. “Knox,” she sighs, “I’m so glad you’re here. I have news.” She tosses her Gucci bag on the counter. “Did you have company?” Her eyes find the two coffee mugs sitting next to one another. 

      My eyes shoot toward them. I could lie, but she’d see right through it. Or, I could just tell the truth—well, half of the truth. “I did, but she left. Hope you don’t mind.” 

      “As long as you weren’t in my bed.” She tears off her sunglasses and presses her hands to her hips. 

      “Of course not. What kind of person do you think I am? Now, what’s your news?” I quickly change the subject.

      She lets out a long girly squeal then flashes her hand in front of me, blinding me by the ginormous rock on her finger. “Whaaat? Really?” I take her hand in mine and admire Jasper’s work.

      “He asked me last night. Total surprise.”

      “Congratulations.” I pull her in for a hug. “Looks like I get a new brother and sister. Have you set a date?”

      “Not yet, but it won’t be anytime soon. Jasper wants to finish school and wait until he’s settled in his new job, and we’d like to travel a bit before that happens.”

      “Good plan. There’s no reason to rush.” I notice that Blakely is acting strangely, having a hard time making eye contact with me. I look down and realize that I’m standing here half naked in her kitchen. “I’m gonna go get some clothes on.” I laugh. 

      “Good idea.” She nods with her eyes glued to the cupboard behind me. 

      It’s not the first time she’s seen me like this, so it’s not super awkward. There is no love interest or sexual attraction between Blakely and me. At one time, I felt something for her. I think it was more of me being concerned about another man hurting her, so I wanted to protect her, and the only way I knew how was to convince myself that she needed me. I was wrong. Jasper and her are solid, and he’s a good man. In just a couple of weeks he will become my step-brother, and now it looks like Blakely will become my sister-in-law. I always knew she’d be a part of my life forever—this solidifies it. 

      I throw on the same clothes I had on last night and round up all of my stuff then go back downstairs. Blakely has poured herself a cup of coffee, and I know that she wants to catch up, but I really need a cold shower to wash away these thoughts of Claire and how fucking sexy she was on that couch last night. 

      “I’ve gotta get going. Wanna grab lunch in a couple hours?” 

      “Uhh uhh, not so fast mister. You aren’t going anywhere until you fill me in on the girl you had here last night.” She crosses her legs and takes a sip of her coffee. 

      I throw my head back and take a deep breath, bringing it forward on the drawn out exhale. “It was just a girl. No one special.” I lie, again. 

      “Taya?” 

      “Hell no. Taya and I aren’t like that anymore. That was ages ago.” I stretch my arms across the counter and lean down, wanting to drop my head on it from pure exhaustion.” 

      “Leah? Rory?”

      “Stop. No. None of those girls. Leah? Really? That was freshman year, Blake.” 

      “Well, how the hell am I supposed to know. Apparently, you don’t tell me anything anymore.”

      “It was a new girl. Just moved here at the beginning of the school year.” That much is true. I just hope it's enough for her to drop this and let me go, before I stick my foot in my mouth. I’m a terrible liar, and if anyone can call me out on my bullshit, it’s Blakely. 

      “Ok, ok. Well, I’m going to need to meet this girl. Will she be at the wedding?”

      “It’s possible.” Another truth.

      “Alright. Get outta here. Text me later about lunch.” 

      I give her a wave over my shoulder and head down the hallway to the front door. I slip on my dirty sneakers and head home. The dry heat is killer this morning. The sun’s hot enough to burn my skin in just minutes of exposure. 

      My first thought is a pool party at Axel’s house, but a better plan comes to mind. 

      Instead of walking into my house, I keep going around the side, then creep to the back. I look to make sure that no one can see me, and I bolt straight across the backyard, until I’m at the property line. Looking around again before I haul ass to the back of the guesthouse that Claire stays in. Once I’m there, I press my back against the house, my eyes on the back door. I was looking forward to our morning together; it’s the only reason I fell asleep. If I had known that she’d be leaving right away, I would have stayed up all night, just to have more time with her. 

      All of the blinds are closed and the glass panel to the back door has, what looks like, a blanket hung over it. I knock a few times then step back, waiting for the door to open. After a couple of minutes of knocking, I give the handle a turn, and to my surprise, it opens. I contemplate whether or not I should go in. This is considering trespassing, after all. I push the door open and stick my head in. “Claire,” I whisper-yell. 

      I hear footsteps come down the small hallway, and before I know it, I’m staring at a pistol being pointed at my face by Claire, who is wearing that same robe she wore the night she showed up at my party. 

      “What the hell, Knox!” She drops her hands, and the gun hangs freely at her side. “What are you doing here?” She hurries over to me and closes the door behind me. 

      “I thought I’d say hi.” I’m openmouthed and taken aback by the girl standing in front of me with a gun - the same one who has never given off anything but innocent vibes. 

      “You act like you’ve never seen a gun before.” She laughs, swaying it back and forth, as the gun points at the ceiling. 

      “Woah. Let’s put the gun down.” I attempt to take it from her hands, before she accidentally shoots a hole in the ceiling. 

      “Calm down, I’m not going to shoot you.” 

      “Thank you for that.” I sigh. “Why do you have a gun, anyway?.” 

      “Protection. I’m a single girl living on my own. Why wouldn’t I have one?” She pulls open a kitchen drawer and drops it inside. 

      “Well, now that that’s out of the way.” I grab her by the waist and pull her into me, nuzzling my face into her neck. 

      “Knox, we can’t.” She puts her hands on my shoulder but doesn’t push me away. Instead, she drops her head to the side, as my lips tease her damp skin. Her hair is dripping wet, and I can tell that I interrupted her shower. I’m not even sorry for it. 

      “Why can’t we?” I mutter, between kisses to her neck, moving my way up her jawline. “I’m not ready for our morning to end.”

      “It can’t happen again.”

      “Sure it can. Our secret is safe with me.” I grab her left leg, lifting it to my side and pressing myself between her thighs. 

      “Damnit,” she grabs my face and presses her mouth to mine. “I’m going straight to hell for this.” 

      “Then we burn together.” I position my hands under her ass and lift her up. My lips crash into hers, and every inch of my being burns with desire to have her—even if hell is our final destination. 

      I pull the rooms of this small house from memory and carry her to the bedroom. Laying her down gently on the bed, as her legs wrap around my back. My hand traces up her leg, and I notice she’s not wearing any underwear. “You’re so fucking beautiful.” 

      Her hands snake under my arms and she pulls me closer. “Are you sure you want to do this?” she asks, as if I’d ever not want to do this. 

      “More than anything.” I sweep my index finger up her slit. “You’re so wet, baby.” 

      She reaches between us and takes my hand, pressing it harder against her, as she grinds against it. “Do you have a condom?” 

      “We’re not there yet.” I straighten up and untie the front of her robe. Spreading it open so that it falls to each side of her. I lean forward and trace my tongue around her belly button, kissing my way lower. Her vanilla scent so inviting, everything about her so perfect.

      I spread her bare lips with both hands and begin sucking on her clit. Her hips lift into me, as she twitches. Jolts of pleasure shoot through her and release in each moan she makes. 

      “Oh God.” Her voice is raspy and full of need. 

      I press two fingers in and lick her pussy up and down. Her fingers rake through my hair, and she grips the side of my head, as she beings fucking my face. “I’m coming,” she moans, getting a tighter grip on my hair. I continue to plunge my fingers in and out, as she reaches the high of her climax, licking her dry in the process. 

      When I’m sure she’s done, I tear my shirt off and slide my pants down then return between her legs. Pulling my wallet from the back pocket, I grab a condom and use my teeth to rip off the top and slide it on in one quick motion. 

      My dick sticks straight out, and I’m lined up perfectly, but I hesitate. “Are you sure?” It’s my turn to ask. 

      She doesn’t answer; instead, she grabs my dick and sticks it inside of her. All the weight of the world is lifted from my shoulders in that moment, as I push deeper inside, feeling her walls tighten around me. I get on my knees and lift both of her legs, letting them hang over my forearms. Hungry eyes meet mine, as I watch her expression with each movement. Using her legs to plummet her body against mine in hasty motions. 

      “You have no idea how bad I’ve wanted this.” My voice is gruff and I hardly recognize it.

      She lifts herself forward and grabs me, pulling me down onto her naked body. Her legs fall open to her sides, as I continue to fuck her. Hard, deep, and fast. Slow is not in our vocabulary. 

      “Roll over,” I tell her. I come out of her with a pop, and when she's on her stomach, I grab her by the hips and lift her up, so that she’s on all fours. My dick swoops back inside of her, as if he knows exactly where to go. My hands plant firmly on her hips and her ass is upright, as her head falls forward. My body crashing into hers repeatedly. 

      I throw my head back and groan, as I combust, filling up the condom so much that it might overflow inside of her. “Fuck, Claire.” I hum, giving myself one last thrust. 

      I pull out and slide the condom off, pinching the top of it. Claire drops her body down then rolls over to her side with a grin on her face. Satisfied. Mission accomplished. 

      I lean forward and kiss her cheek. “Be right back.” 

      Still stark naked, I walk across the hall to the bathroom and wrap the condom in some toilet paper then throw it in the wastebasket. 

      I take a piss and wash my hands, then splash some cold water on my face. Still reeling from the euphoria that remains. I can’t wrap my head around what this girl does to me. Even being mere feet away from her has me feeling like it’s too far. I want to be near her, touch her, lie awake and hear her deepest thoughts. I want it all. 

      When I walk back into the bedroom, she’s sitting cross legged on the bed with her robe tied back in place. “My turn.” She springs up with her newfound giddiness. One that I like to think I helped her to achieve. It’s nice seeing her happy, and a big change from the teacher who glares at us like we’re mice in a cage during class.

      She stalks past me, and I throw my arm out, catching her by the waist and swinging her around to me. She lets out a cute shriek, and my lips smack into hers. A lazy and passionate kiss. Slow and steady. I gently suck her bottom lip between my teeth and taste the sweet mint that rolls off her tongue. 

      Her hands find their way to the back of my head, as her fingers rifle through my hair. My tongue twists around hers. Soft and gentle escalates quickly, and as much as I’d love to have her over and over again, I don’t want her thinking that’s all I want. 

      We pull away in sync, and she grins, before I watch her walk to the bathroom. I fall back on the bed with my arm over my head and my legs hanging freely. 

      I hate to leave, but I promised Blakely lunch, before I have to go to work. 

      But, this won’t be goodbye. We’ve only just begun.
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      Claire

      It’s only been twenty-four hours since my feelings blossomed from nothing to this overgrown mess of emotions. The sun shines brightly through my window, as my brush sweeps the canvas. I tilt my head to the side, as I make waves in the sandy blonde hairline. Those eyes, an exact replica, and I feel as if he’s staring back at me. I feel like a lovesick puppy—like a child with a crush, and I’m not even sorry for it. I’d do it all again just to feel myself come alive again. The way he kisses my forehead—no one has ever made me feel so important with such a simple act. 

      “How was your night, Ms. Pruitt?” Jorge asked, as I strode into the living quarters. Hazy eyes and hair in a tangled mess. I look down at my gown, less than twelve hours ago I felt like a princess, now I can’t even bear to look at my reflection. 

      I don’t even respond. The shock hasn’t worn off. I’m not sure that it ever will. I walk straight past him and into the box-sized sleepover room that I was demoted to after my last fuckup. I did what I had to do, and I can never take it back. I find my way to the bathroom and fill the tub, watching the steam roll off, as I just stare into the cloud—dazed and confused. It’s as if time is passing but leaving me behind. 

      Hours pass by, as I lay in the bubbly water that reaches up to my mouth. When the door opens, Malcolm walks in. I sink under the bubbles for dramatic effect, as if to tell him that I don’t want company. 

      Not that he cares. Not that he has ever cared. 

      I’m not sure if he’s here to provoke me, as he always does. Or, to tell me that my time here has ended. Either way, I don’t even care at this point. If he were to set me free right now, I just might make the escape. 

      “Why are you here?” I ask. 

      “Because this is my house and I go where I please.” He takes a seat on the rim of the clawfoot bathtub that sits in the center of the room. “Besides, this is my bathroom. You know this wing is off-limits.” 

      “I can’t do it again.” The unraveling touch of a stranger, his hands wrapped around me like I was his own personal package. Delivered and left for him to open up and do as he pleased. I held my focus on the flicking of the table lamp, until I couldn’t take it anymore. Now I’ve made a huge mess of my life. 

      “You, my love,” he presses a kiss to my forehead, one that makes my stomach churn, “are correct. You did what you had to do. You are safe now.” 

      His simple acts were never out of kindness or compassion toward another; they were always full of motive. Somehow, Malcolm was always two steps ahead of me. He had my future planned out the minute he stepped foot in that art studio. My life was a series of unfortunate events from that day forward, all carefully plotted and executed at the most opportune time for him. 

      I throw the paintbrush into the tray and stand up abruptly. 

      I have to get out of here. 

      The more I sit here alone, the more I think. The more I think, the more I feel like I’m losing my damn mind.

      I go into the bathroom and wash my hands, watching as the colors mix and run down the drain. I scrub repeatedly, even when there is nothing left to wash off. Feeling as washed away as the paint, I turn the handle to shut the water off, when I hear my phone buzzing from the bedroom. 

      I pull myself together, and my bare feet eat up the floor, as I quickly hurry to the desk where it sits. 

      A number I don’t recognize flashes on the screen with a text message. 

      The pub is dead, come see me. 

      Me: Who is this?

      Not even five seconds later, a response. 

      Knox.

      Me: How did you get my number?

      Knox: I may have snooped through my mom’s phone to get it. 

      I’m all smiles, as I text him back.

      Me: I don’t think that’s a good idea. 

      I hit send, then have a better idea. 

      Me: Come over after work. 

      I throw myself back on my bed with my phone held over my head, anxiously awaiting his response. 

      Knox: Work just ended. Be there in five. 

      I let out a chuckle and type back.

      Me: Be inconspicuous. Don’t get caught!

      Knox: You’re such a teacher. I’ll be sneaky ;)

      I shake my head and drop my phone to my side. The feelings from five minutes ago have escaped me, and I’m filled with a happiness that I didn’t think I’d ever feel again. 

      I didn’t know it was possible to experience so many emotions at one time: happiness in the present, fear for the future, and pain from the past. It’s like I’m on a rollercoaster, and I’m heading up to the top, before it swoops me down into an unknown place that I can’t see. I know it’s coming, but when it’s coming, I can’t control. 

      I lie there sorting through all the randomness that pops into my head. Attempting to answer my own questions, convince myself of all the reasons that I deserve this happiness. Then talking myself out of it, when the truth is, I probably don’t deserve it. Malcolm might be a monster, but I’m that monster's wife, and he made me his wife for a reason. 

      I jump off the bed when I remember that Knox is on his way. A glance in the mirror has me combing my fingers through my hair and wiping away the tear stains that I didn’t even know were there. Sometimes, you cry so often that you don’t even realize when it’s happening. I press my hands to my dress, straightening it out, when he walks up behind me. A smile grows on my face when his reflection joins mine.

      “Haven’t you learned your lesson about sneaking into my house,” I tease, as he sweeps my hair to the side and presses his lips to my neck. 

      “You and your gun don’t scare me,” he breathes into my skin. “Besides, it’s worth it if I get to do this.” 

      I close my eyes, letting my head fall to his shoulder. With one hand on my hip, his other hand sweeps up my dress, caressing my inner thigh. The smell of grease on his clothes doesn’t even turn me off, if anything, it turns me on more. The hands of a hardworking man wrapped around me. He works his hand up my dress and traces the line of my panties with his fingertips, provoking me and clouding all other senses. All I can focus on is his touch. 

      In one swift motion, he pulls away. “That’s enough of that.” 

      I spin around to face him. “What? Why?” I pout. 

      “That’s not what I came here for.” He kisses my forehead again, melting me, like every other time. “I came here to see you, not sleep with you.” 

      I could throw a tantrum, until I get what I want; I have a ninety-nine percent success rate. However, I just nod. He’s right. I don’t want this to be all about sex. The sex is amazing, but I want so much more from him. 

      “Come with me.” He takes my hand and pulls me out of the bedroom. 

      We walk into the adjoining kitchen and living room. Three to-go containers sit on the table along with two fountain beverages. “What’s this?” I say coyly, pulling his arm closer and twisting myself around it. 

      “Dinner.” 

      “How did you even have time to make all of this? It’s literally been five minutes since you left work on a whim.” 

      “Confession. I didn’t make it.” He walks over and opens the containers of grease filled foods. “A to-go order got mixed up, and instead of tossing it out, I figured we’d eat it.” 

      “I thought you said the pub was dead.”

      “Another confession.” He grins. “I lied. We were busy as hell, but I faked a headache.” 

      “Knox! Why would you do that?” I’m flattered, but at the same time, I don’t want to be a distraction in his life. 

      “Because I can’t stop thinking about you.” He takes a step back to me; his hands find my neck again, as he tangles his fingers in my hair. Titling my head, his mouth meets mine. “and, all I can think about is touching you,” he breathes into my mouth, “and kissing you.” 

      “I thought you said we had enough of that,” I tease him, as my mouth ghosts his. 

      “I can never get enough of this, of him.” His lips crash into mine, his tongue sliding in, and I’m back in his arms. He was right, though. This isn’t all about sex. It’s this nagging need for him. To be near him. Both of us feeling like we can’t get enough of the other, and hearing that it’s reciprocated is everything—and because of it, I want him so much more. 

      I ball the sides of his shirt into my hands, and lift it up, pulling it over his head and admiring his perfectly toned body. His eyes bore into mine with lust behind them. I run my hands up his abs to his neck and then plant them on his face, as I pull him back into me.

       “Our food is getting cold.” His voice is gruff. 

      “I have a microwave.” 

      And just like that, he sweeps me up in a cradle position and carries me over to the couch. Laying me down gently, he climbs between my open legs. My clothes all still intact. Just as I’m about to slide off my panties, there is a pounding at the door. 

      “Oh no.” I push Knox off of me, and he stumbles off the couch. He jumps up and hurries over to his shirt on the floor.

      My front blinds are completely open, so anyone could have seen us. I spring off the couch and straighten my dress. “My bedroom.” I point in desperation for him to hide, like right the hell now. Whoever it is begins knocking again, harder this time. 

      My heart races, and I’m terrified to open that door. The mystery of who is on the other side has me in a complete panic. Feeling as if I can’t breathe. “One minute,” I holler, giving myself a minute to catch my composure. 

      I reach for the handle and inhale deeply, before pulling the door open. 

      “Zeke?” I stand there stupefied. 

      “Hi Claire, I hope you don’t mind me stopping by unannounced.” He slicks his dark hair back and flashes his pearly whites. 

      “How did you know where I live?” I blurt out, in a state of confusion, as to what in the world he’s doing on my front porch. Granted, I’ve had lunch with him in the cafeteria a couple times and went for drinks with him and the other staff once, but we’re not close friends, and we’ve never made personal house calls to each other. 

      “It’s a small town. Everyone knows where everyone lives.” He pauses, looking over my shoulder like a nosey neighbor. “Is this a bad time?” 

      “Uhh uuhh, no,”  I stutter, “why would it be a bad time?” You’d think after everything I’ve been through and all the lies I’ve told that I’d be able to bluff my way out of anything. The truth is, I’m actually terrible at lying on the spot. I get jittery and nervous, and it shows. 

      “It looks like you have company.” He tilts his head with his eyes behind me. 

      My stomach drops, and I freeze. If I turn around and Knox is standing there, I’ll die. I’ll erase every memory of the last twenty-four hours with him, and I will tear him a new one. 

      I turn my head and look back and thank you Jesus, he’s not there. But, sitting right on the round table are two drinks and open containers of food. 

      “Nope, just me.” I swing my head back around with a smile. “The neighbor boy, what’s his name?” I snap my fingers together. “Knox. Knox brought that over to the main house and the housekeeper brought it to me. Such kind people they are.” I press my hand against the doorframe, trying to hide anything else that he might see that I’m not aware of. “Did you need something?” I’m not trying to be rude, but I’m sure it comes off that way. 

      “I was actually stopping by to see if you’d like to go grab dinner but looks like you’ve already eaten or were planning to eat.” 

      “Oh yeah,” I rub my stomach, “just finished. Thank you so much for the offer, though. Maybe next time?” 

      His face holds a blank expression. Part of me doesn’t even care. Let him suspect I’m lying. Maybe he’ll just get the hint that I’m really not interested. There is no way he’d ever suspect what is really going on—that I’m hiding my student in my bedroom because I was just getting ready to let him fuck me on the couch. 

      “How’s your car running?” He turns his body and looks out to the road where my car sits. His car parked directly behind it. 

      “Great. Why do you ask?” 

      “Just wondering. Heard you had some problems with the starter.” His tone shifts abruptly, “Aright, I won’t keep you.” He turns and walks away, as I stand there unamused with the entire conversation that just took place. 

      I close the door behind him, clicking the lock. Something I feel I should do more often. 

      “Why was Mr. Jones here?” Knox comes out of nowhere. 

      I look out the window and see Zeke climb in his car. Once he’s gone, I let my guard back down. “I have no idea. That was really awkward.” I plop down on the couch. “Is he always so friendly?” 

      “Mr. Jones? Yeah, you need to stay away from him. I would have told you this before, but we’d never spoken more than two words in class, but he‘s—how do I put this? A douchebag.” 

      “A douchebag? Come on, he can’t be that bad.”

      “It’s true. I mean he can be a nice guy, but what you see is not what you get.” 

      “The other day at the pub, you two talked like you were close.” 

      “I’m just a nice guy. What can I say?” he says, walking over to the table and grabbing a french fry, stuffing it into his mouth. 

      “I don’t get it. He’s always been so inviting and kind.” 

      Knox joins my side on the couch, placing a hand on my leg. “Because he wants an invitation,” his hand sneaks up my dress, “here.” 

      “You’re crazy.” I push his hand away. “He doesn’t want me like that.” 

      Knox’s expression turns serious. “If you really think that, then baby, you’re the crazy one. Every man, boy—hell, even girl, in that school has their eyes on you.” 

      “That’s ridiculous.” I push myself off the couch. “Tell me about Zeke and his late wife. Is that why he’s a ‘douchebag?’” I quote with my fingers. 

      “I’m pretty sure he was one before he and Axel’s mom started their affair. Some people think he was just after her money, but he played it well.”

      I pace the floor with my arms crossed over my chest. “If he has all this money now, why is he still teaching?” 

      “He claims that he donated it to cancer research. He held a big charity gala here in town and announced his donation. Said he didn’t want a penny of her money.” 

      At least it went to a good cause. I’ve always been a huge supporter and have thrown many charity events myself for the American Cancer Society. After I lost Mom, I wished I could do more but I couldn’t. Once I married Malcolm, I was able to.

      “You don’t believe it, though?”

      “I really don’t put much thought into it, it’s not my business.”

      “Wait a minute.” I stop in my tracks, “Do you think that Zeke is the one who fixed my car? It would make sense, he mentioned it breaking down.” 

      Knox is on his feet and at my side in two seconds flat. “It’s very likely, and that’s all the more reason that I need you to stay away from him. He has his sights set on you, and he can be a charmer, I’ve seen him in action.” 

      “Trust me, you don’t have to worry about that. He gave me the creeps today.” I rub my hands down my chilled arms. 

      Once again, people are not at all as they seem.
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      Knox

      Axel’s been blowing up my phone for the past hour, so I finally give in and leave Claire alone in her bed. I didn’t want to, but he gave me a guilt trip from hell. 

      I drive down the beaten path, just outside of town, taking it all the way to the end. A small pond sits off to the side of the warehouse. I drive right up to the front and shift it into park, leaving the windows down. The sun has set, but it’s still scorching hot. Peeling my sweaty legs off the suede fabric of the driver's seat, I get out, slamming the door behind me. I’m not too thrilled to be here right now. The last thing I want to do, in 100-degree weather, is go into a warehouse that only runs the air on Saturday nights. 

      I walk to the back and punch in the code, before the door unlocks. At the same time, it pushes open, and a couple guys from school walk out. 

      “Good luck with him, man. He’s in a mood,” Kyle says, holding the door for me. 

      “When isn’t he in a mood?” I walk past them, as the door slowly shuts behind me. 

      I make my way through the open entrance that is filled with old scrap metal and rusted out farm equipment from the early 1990’s. I reach the arena, as we call it, and push open the double doors. Axel is in the ring throwing punches at the boxing pads that Shane holds. 

      Once the doors slam shut, their eyes shoot in my direction. Axel tears off his hand wrap and throws it forcefully on the mat. 

      “It’s about fucking time,” he growls, stalking toward me in a rage. 

      “Would you chill the fuck out,” I snap. I’m not in the mood for his bullshit right now. I just left the only person I want to spend my time with to deal with his dramatics. 

      “I went by the pub, you weren’t there. Called you a dozen times, and no answer. You were scheduled to train with Shane two hours ago. No call, no show. What the hell has gotten into you?”

      “Maybe I just don’t give a fuck.” I casually shrug. It’s the truth. I don’t care about this place or these fights. I’m only doing it because I’m a man of my word. I could get out of this right now and lose nothing but his respect. I could also throw it in his face that I slept with her, and he will have no choice but to stand by bro code and back off, but I would never do that because I’m a man of my word. A promise I gave to Claire that I never intend to break. 

      “It’s time to start.” He stretches the ropes and climbs through, jumping to where I stand. “We’re under new management.” 

      “And I care, why?” I let out a drawn out exhale, shaking my head at the fact that he really does think I care about all of this. 

      “Because your lineup has changed, and if you don’t train every single night this week, you will get your ass handed to you next Saturday.” 

      “Wait a minute. What do you mean my lineup changed? I’m fighting that twig from LV.” I grit my teeth. “You said that it was solid when I agreed to this shit.” 

      Axel throws his hands in the air. “It’s business. You roll with the punches.” 

      “And, what the hell are you talking about new management. This isn’t a business. It’s a hobby.” 

      “This right here,” he snatches up a folder that sits on the chair beside us, “made it a business.” 

      I grab the folder from him and open it up. It holds some kind of contract. I flip through the pages and stop when I spot my name and a signature line beneath it. “What’s this?” I hold it up, pointing to my name on the page.

      “That’s your contract.” He grabs a pen from the same chair and sticks it out to me. 

      “I’m not signing this shit.” I close the folder and toss it back to him. I sit down on the chair, my back slouched, and I throw my head back, running my fingers through my sweat soaked hair. 

      “It’s everything we agreed on. Three fights and that's it. No hidden agenda.”

      I grab the folder back, opening it up to where I left off. Below my name are three dates and next to them are three names that I’ve never heard of. “This wasn’t agreed on. Who are these guys?” 

      “No clue. I no longer set up the fights. Now, I can enjoy more of the action. Flip the page.” He nods at the folder. 

      I turn the page and see his name, along with dates lined up all the way until the end of summer. 

      “Dude, you’re gonna go brain dead if you stick to this.” His name is already signed, so I guess brain dead it is. 

      “It’s what I live for.” He does a two-step and begins throwing punches into the air. 

      “That's all great for you, but I prefer to keep my face intact.” 

      “C’mon Knox, I need you to do this. Just your three and then you’re done.”

      “Why do you want me to fight so badly? There are hundreds of guys in this town. Why me?”

      He doesn’t speak for a moment. The air feels heavy, as his expression changes. He grabs a chair and swings it around, sitting on it backwards. “You’re my boy. Have been since we were kids. I guess I just want some common ground. Something we can do together. I’m a fuck-up. College isn’t in the cards for me. This is the only thing I’m passionate about. It’s all I have left.” He hangs his head down over his arms that grip the back of the chair. 

      Damn him for putting me in this position. Axel is a fucking asshole. He’s cold-hearted and ruthless, but he’s my boy, and I’d do just about anything for him. He’s had it rough, and I know that he truly feels like this is all he has, even though I know better. He could have a good future if he’d let himself. Sometimes, I think he doesn’t strive for more, because he’s afraid it’ll be ripped away from him. 

      I grab the folder and open it up. “Gimme me the damn pen.” His head pops up, and he hands it to me with hopeful eyes. I take a deep breath then press the ink to the page and sign the next few weeks of my life away. Hoping like hell that I didn’t just make a big mistake, that I didn’t just destroy my future, so that I can entertain his dreams. 

      I stick the pen inside the folder and toss it at him. “I guess we better get started.” I tear my shirt off and throw it down on the chair. 

      “Hell yes.” He beams. 
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      Two hours later, we call it a night. I’m sweaty, hungry, and exhausted.

      “I’m gonna stick around a little bit. Back at it right after school tomorrow,” Axel says, as he wipes a towel across his forehead. 

      I grab a water from the cooler on the floor and slam half the bottle. “Ya know, I still have a job a couple days a week. You’re gonna have to deal with that.” 

      “I know. We’ll arrange your sessions around your schedule, either before or after work.” 

      I let out a sarcastic laugh, shaking my head at the same time. “You’re turning into a damn robot, Axel. I hope you get this all out of your system soon.” 

      “It’s not just in my system, it’s in my blood.”

      “This new management you were talking about, who is it? Shane?” I ask, pulling my t-shirt over my head.

      “It’s a guy named Nick Rooney. The dude is fucking loaded and plans to turn this place into something huge.”

      “So you sold it, just like that? I thought this place was your lifeline.” 

      “Hell no, I didn’t sell it. We went into a 50/50 partnership. I allow the use of my building, and we split the profits. He has plans to invest some of his own money and start charging per head. He handles all the behind the scenes aspects, and I handle the face-to-face stuff.” He tilts his head toward the door. “C’mon, I’ll walk ya out. I need some air.” 

      We walk out the double doors, toward the main entrance. Something seems a little fishy here.” We reach my Jeep and I lean against the driver’s door with my arms crossed over my sweat infused shirt. “So, why did the lineup change? What’s wrong with the way you had it?”

      He shrugs. “That was just one of his requirements in the contract. He picks the lineup. I give him the names and stats, and he sets it up.” 

      “Sounds like he’s planning to fix the fights. You better think long and hard about what you’re doing here. If I get killed out there, all because you want to have a common ground with your best friend, you have to live with that.” I poke my finger into his chest. 

      “Dude, I told you, I’ve got this.” He thinks it’s funny, but nothing about this is a game. 

      This started off as a little weekend fun, and it’s turned in to so much more. I just need to get my three Saturdays out of the way and be done with this shit, once and for all. 

      “So, how’s things going with Ms. Hyland?” I know the answer, but I just need to see where his head’s at. 

      “I’m working on it. I’ve got a solid plan that’s gonna take me straight to the win.”

      My eyes shoot up from the concrete parking lot. “What’s that supposed to mean?” The question comes off as defensive. 

      “It means that my best buddy here,” he swings his arm around my neck, “lives right next door to her, and he’s gonna help me out by letting me stay the night this weekend.” 

      “Not happening.” I push his arm off me. 

      “Come on. I haven’t had any time. When I’m not at school, I’m here. She won’t even look at me in class. I’m pretty sure the bitch hates me.”

      That’s all it takes for me to have him by the collar of his Burberry t-shirt, gripping it in my fists and swinging him around and slamming him into my Jeep. I snap. “What the hell did you just say?” 

      “What the fuck, man?” He plants his hands to my chest and gives me a shove. I take a few steps back but bring him with me. I stumble over my feet as I try to catch my balance, and we both fall to the ground. 

      I’m on top of him with his shirt still in my fists. “Don’t ever talk about her like that again,” I grit through my teeth. 

      “It was a joke. Chill.” He pushes me off, but I’m still fueling from the rage he set off inside me. I couldn’t control it; I couldn’t control myself. 

      I get to my feet and don’t even wait for an explanation or attempt to give one. I swing the door open and get in. Axel throws his hands in the air. “Dude.” I hear him shout, as I turn the ignition, my gaze held on his and my jaw ticking. I shift into drive and burn out, not even looking back. He may be my best friend, but he’s got another thing coming  if he thinks that he’s going to disrespect Claire, or God forbid, try and touch her. I smack my hand to the steering wheel. The thought makes my blood boil. I know Axel, and losing isn’t in his vocabulary. He will fight like hell for this win, but there is no way in hell I’d ever let it get that far.
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      Claire

      “Tell me more.” Knox’s fingers trace my bareback, as we lie in bed, my arms folding under my head and my face turned to the wall. I don’t want him to see my face when I feed him lie after lie. 

      There is some truth being shared, but questions of my past have been answered with vague lies. 

      “My mom passed away when I was a teenager. My dad became even more bitter and cold, if that’s possible.” Truth. 

      “Do you see your family much?” He brushes my hair from my back, and his fingers stroke my arm. 

      “We keep in touch, but since I moved, I haven’t had a chance to see them much.” Lie. 

      I don’t have any family, as far as I’m concerned. I heard through the grapevine that dad remarried and got the daughters and wife he’s always dreamed of. I often wonder how he treats them. They stick around, so I imagine they have the life that mom and I didn’t. 

      I had a cousin who I was close to growing up, but once I moved to California, I lost touch with her. I haven’t spoken a word to any blood relatives since the day I met Malcolm. 

      “Your turn.” I flip over, gripping the white sheet and pulling it up over my chest. “What’s your story?” 

      His head rests on his fist, held up by his elbow that’s pressing into the pillow. He looks over me with wonder in his eyes. For the first time in forever, someone wants to know me, and all I can give him are half-truths. 

      “I don’t have much to tell. My dad left when I was a kid, had an affair with Blakely’s mom. I haven’t talked to him since. He’s tried reaching out, but I have no desire to speak to him.”

      “Oh, that’s awful. I’m glad you two remained friends after all that.”

      Strong hands reach around me, as fingers lock behind my back and I’m pulled on top of him. Lying flat on my stomach, the sheet left behind. 

      “Enough about the past. Tell me about your future.” He tucks my hair behind my ears and looks into my eyes with longing. 

      “It’s unpredictable.” Another truth. 

      “Come on, you have to have some dreams for the future.”

      I have so many dreams. So much that I want. My dreams are just so far out of reach that I’m not sure it’s even worth having them anymore. 

      “Ok, here it is. I want to settle down in a small town, possibly a place like Redwood. I want to get married one day, have two or three kids. Maybe have a studio like the one Blakely has.”

      Something about sharing that dream, one that I’ve never shared with anyone, has him grinning from ear to ear. “Why are you smiling?” I swat his shoulder playfully. 

      “I don’t know,” he says with blushed cheeks, “I guess I just like that dream.” 

      “What about your future. What’s it look like?” I rest my head on his chest, enjoying the safety and comfort of his arms wrapped around me. 

      “I’m leaving for UCLA shortly after graduation. Getting an apartment with a couple buddies and doing the four-year thing.”

      “What comes next?” Part of me is searching for a similarity in our future. Not that we’d ever have one together, but I can pretend for a short while. 

      “I think I wanna be a teacher. I know, I know, crazy, huh? Of all the professions, why a teacher? But I like the high school atmosphere and the idea of using my knowledge to better someone’s future excites me.” 

      “That’s not crazy at all.” I lift my head and press my lips to his. “I think teaching would be a perfect fit for you.”

      Knox is unlike any man I’ve met. His heart is so pure, his intentions admirable. He has goals and dreams that do not need to be fulfilled at the expense of others' pain. 

      “Do you plan to teach in Redwood?” 

      “I think so. This is home. I always knew I’d leave one day, but coming back has always been the plan. Maybe I’ll get married, have two or three kids. Live the American Dream.” 

      “I like that dream.” I thought hearing his plans for the future would give me hope; instead, I find them filling me with sadness. 

      This is all fresh and new. It’s crazy to even think of a future with Knox. It’s impossible, really. There is just something about him that draws me in, though. It’s like our souls are connected, and he is ready to accept me for me. The good, the bad, and the ugly.

      Today, though, I have this. I have this moment in his arms, as we share plans for the future. 

      Tomorrow, I’ll face reality and remember that my future is a dark tunnel, and I don’t know what’s waiting for me at the end. 

      But, it’s not Knox, and there is no white picket fence or a beautiful life, waiting for me with open arms.
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      Claire

      It’s been over a week since Knox and I started this crazy, beautiful thing. I don’t even know what it is, and I don’t care. All I know is that he feeds my soul and brings life back into this cold heart of mine. Day by day is all I can do right now, and each day, all I want is him. 

      I’ve done my best to avoid Zeke, but it seems like every time I turn around, he is there watching—waiting for something, I just don’t know what. I think he knows something is going on with me and Knox.

      I walk outside into the night air and through the dark, empty parking lot.  Parent/teacher conferences are not my cup of tea, that’s for damn sure. I can barely hold a conversation with people I know, let alone people I don’t. I pretty much told every single parent the exact same thing, your child is doing great. Even if most of it was bullshit. I just wanted to get it all over with. It’s not that I don’t care about their futures. If I were a math teacher or an English teacher and I was teaching them something that they would use, I would treat it differently. I’m not, though, I’m an art teacher. Some grasp it, some don’t. That is their choice.

      I’m reaching for the handle of the car door, when something catches my eye. 

      You’ve got to be kidding me. 

      I give the flat tire a swift kick, hurting my foot more than I hurt it. 

      I don’t even hesitate when I pull out my phone and call Knox. This past week, he’s become that person for me. One that I can call when life throws curve balls at me. Someone I can lean on when I’ve had a bad day. To an extent, that is. I still keep the big stuff bottled up deep inside and have no intention of opening it up. 

      He picks up on the third ring. “Everything ok?” he asks. I never call, we usually just text. 

      “Hey, I have a flat. Are you busy?” 

      “Not anymore. Where are you at?”

      “The school.”

      “On my way.” 

      I open the door and pull the lever to pop open the truck, then lift the old dusty carpet that hides my spare tire. I wouldn’t even know how to try and get this thing out, so I just wait. Leaning against the back of the car with the hood open, I thumb through my phone, when headlights appear. 

      That was fast. 

      I walk to the front of the car and toss my phone inside, and it bounces off the front seat, falling to the floorboard. 

      Only, it's not Knox’s Jeep. I squint my eyes to get a closer look and that's when I realize who it is. 

      “Zeke,” I mutter under my breath. 

      It’s fine. He probably just forgot something inside and noticed me here. Everything is fine. Yet, I can’t help the sick feeling that pools in the pit of my stomach. 

      He pulls up next to my car and rolls his window down. “More car problems? You don't have much luck with this thing lately, do ya?”

      “It’s just a flat. No biggie.” I cross my arms over my chest, shielding myself in my own subconscious way. 

      “Do you have a spare?” He begins to open the door, but I hold my hand up to stop him. 

      He can’t stick around, especially since Knox is on his way. 

      “Yeah, but I’ve got it. Thanks, anyways.” I start walking toward the back of the car and bend over, pretending like I know exactly what I’m doing. I give the tire a couple shakes, and it doesn’t budge. Damnit.

      When I tilt my head to look over and see if he has any plans of leaving, I see him standing there. Right next to the side of my car. Chills shiver down my spine. A loud bang of thunder ripples, and a bolt of lightning streaks the sky.

      “Let me, please. I insist.” 

      I move to the side and look at the front of the parking lot and see Knox pulling in. My heart drops. Let’s just hope he plays this off as a coincidence. 

      Zeke’s head jerks up quickly, and he steps to the side. “Looks like we have more help. Wonder who that could be?” His voice holds anything but wonder—it’s amplified with sarcasm. 

      For a minute, I think that Knox will turn around and leave, but he doesn’t. He pulls right up next to Zeke’s car. Killing his lights and shutting his vehicle off. I take steps toward him, meeting him halfway, but he keeps walking past me. 

      “I’ve got this.” Knox reaches for the tire that Zeke now has sitting against the side of the car. His outward behavior throws me off guard. 

      So much for a coincidence. 

      “Shouldn’t you be getting ready for bed.” Zeke rolls the tire back toward him. “You have school tomorrow.”

      “My neighbor called and needed a hand, so here I am.” 

      “Oh, I see.” Zeke nods. “She never mentioned that.” His gears shift, and he looks at me. 

      “Yeah, I don’t know too many people around here, and Knox has been generous enough to lend a helping hand when needed.” 

      Zeke nods. “Ok, I’ll get going then.” He turns to Knox. “You sure you got this?”

      “We’re good.” He ignores Zeke’s lingering presence and walks to the trunk of the car. 

      “Thanks, Zeke. See you tomorrow?”

      He saunters toward me, placing a hand on my shoulder. “You betcha.” Then he removes it and continues to his car. 

      I let out a sigh of relief when he starts driving away. 

      I turn around, and Knox is coming at me with a grin. “Not yet.” I shake my head. I look back and watch, as Zeke’s headlights fade into the darkness. “That was close.” 

      “Too close.” Knox cups his hands under my ass and lifts me up, my legs wrapping around him. “I missed you, but you didn’t have to get a flat tire just to see me.” 

      I take his face in my hands and press my lips to his, giving him a soft and subtle kiss. The way he takes my breath away, by simply being, is undeniable. “If that’s what it takes to be with you, I’d flatten all four.” I kiss him again.

      “I better get this done. That heat lightning is getting pretty intense.” 

      “Alright, I’ll just stand over here and admire your skills.” I give him a wink and pull back, but he pulls me in tighter. 

      “One more.” He kisses my lips. “I’d risk getting struck by lightning for this.” 

      With that, he finally gets to work on my tire, and I do exactly what I said I would. I stand back and admire. He’s so gorgeous and confident in everything that he does. Knox isn’t the type of guy who shows off for attention, he gets it just by being himself. For reasons unknown to me, he likes me. I think he likes me a lot, and that both scares and excites me, at the same time. 

      “Hey, Claire,” He lifts his head. 

      “Yeah?”

      “You didn’t really slash your tire did you? That was all just a joke, right?”

      I let out a chuckle. “Of course, it was a joke. Why?” I lean down and watch, as he runs his finger over a weathered chunk in the tire.

      “I don’t think this was just a random flat. First of all, you would have noticed air slowly leaving. Second, this is a pretty big gouge. I may be thinking too much into this, but I think someone intentionally slit your tire.” 

      My eyes widen, heart sinks, and stomach drops, all at the same time. I slap my hand over my mouth.

      “Have you pissed anyone off recently?”

      I’ve pissed a lot of people off in my life, but none who know where I am. If this were back home, I could understand. Not only did I attract the hate of people I didn’t know because of Malcolm, I also grew my own list of haters, through my acts of recklessness. 

      I shake my head, unable to speak. I stand back up and bite my lip, as I think hard about it. I don’t think this was Malcolm, then again, I can’t be too sure. 

      “What was Mr. Jones doing here? I never did ask.” 

      “He just happened to show up, I guess. He didn’t say. Do you think he’d do something like this?”

      “I mean, I know he’s sort of a womanizer, but I don’t take him to be malicious. Then again, he has been popping up at convenient times.”

      It’s true. First, my house and now this. He has been acting strangely, and I’ve been getting creeper vibes from him. 

      “Do you think he knows about us?” 

      “Nah, how would he?”

      “Think about it. He could have done this knowing that I’d call you. It could have all been a setup.” 

      “I don’t think he’d go through all that trouble. It’s possible, though.” 

      Another streak of lightening lights up the sky, followed by a thunderous boom that startles me. I all but jump in Knox’s lap. We need to hurry up.” 

      He stands up. “It’s just from the heat, it's millions of miles away,” he says, trying to comfort me. He does. More than he knows. 

      Knox finishes up the tire, then agrees to follow me home. The entire drive all I can do is get tangled in my own thoughts, wondering who would go out of their way to destroy my tire, and why? Who would pay all that money to have my car fixed, and why? All signs point to Malcolm, but he’s never been one to play games like this. If he knew where I was, he’d drag me out of this house and take me back to California, without even letting me pack my bags first. 

      I pull up in front of the main house, really wishing that they would just make me my own driveway that leads me back to mine, but that’s not possible. Knox pulls into his driveway, and we share a glance, before we go our separate ways. 

      Another eventful day in the books. 

      I can’t help but fear what tomorrow will bring.
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      Knox

      The last week flew by uneventfully. School during the day, practice and work in the evenings, and sneaking over to Claire’s at night. 

      Knowing that today is a half day of school has me feeling extra chipper this morning. I get to spend the first hour admiring the beautiful girl who is getting ready to walk up to this door that I’m leaning against. The only thing dragging me down is the fact that I have to train for two hours after class, then help mom prep for tomorrow’s rehearsal dinner. The wedding is Sunday, and damn, if my weekend isn’t packed full. After dinner tomorrow I have to head straight to the ring for my first fight. Let’s just hope my face is still intact for the wedding photos. 

      “Hi Knox,” Taya says, as she walks up with her notebooks tucked tight to her chest. “I was wondering if we could talk for a minute.” She seems flustered. 

      “Yeah, of course.” 

      “Somewhere else?” She squeezes her books tighter. 

      I see Claire walking toward us with her keys dangling in her hands. I was hoping to sneak in a minute before the classroom filled, but it looks like my plans have changed. 

      “Sure. Come on.” I nod toward the end of the hallway. 

      I give Claire a glance over my shoulder, as she stands at the door, watching us walk away side-by-side. 

      We reach the end of the hall and go into the study lounge. “Everything okay?” I ask, taking a seat on the arm of a couch. 

      “Oh yeah, everything is great. I just wanted to talk to you about prom?”

      Fuck my life. She’s about to ask me to prom. 

      “Damn. I’ve been so busy that I forgot prom is coming next month.” 

      “I know that we both agreed to just be friends, and I think that’s been going well for us. Don’t you?” 

      “Of course. You’re a great friend.” I try to emphasize friend, hoping that she will understand that’s all we are. 

      She looks back when she hears some voices outside the door and waits for them to pass. “I agree. That’s why I wanted to ask how you would feel about me and Kip going to prom together.” 

      I let out a sigh of relief. Not because I would have any problem going with Taya, as friends, but because I see how Kip looks at her. He deserves some happiness and a good girl. “I think you and Kip going to prom together is perfect.”

      “You do?” She seems surprised. 

      “Yeah, he’s a good guy. I’m glad you’re giving him a chance.”

      She smiles. “Thanks, Knox.” 

      “Anytime.” I swing my arm over her shoulder. “We better get to class, the bell is about to ring.” 

      Just as we hit the hallways, the bell sounds. 

      Damnit, I hate being late. Especially for this class. 

      I pull open the door, while Taya continues to her class. I walk in, and all eyes are on me. I maneuver through the chairs, until I get to my seat at the back table. 

      “Knox, I’m going to need to speak to you after class,” Claire says, with a scowl on her face. One she pulls off pretty well, but I can see the hidden smile behind it. 

      I bite the corner of my lip and look down, opening my sketchbook. 

      I need to be late more often. 

      Class drags on for what feels like hours, but it’s only one. This has got to be the most boring class I’ve ever taken. Claire is many things, but a teacher who engages with her students is not one of them. There is the occasional project, one of which we start next week, but the majority of our days are spent drawing a random object that she sets on a stand. I’m not complaining much; I could sit and watch her for an entire day while doing nothing. Her cute expressions that she doesn’t even realize she’s making. The ones she makes when she’s concentrating are my favorite. Her eyebrows weighed down, and her nose scrunched up. Watching her right now, as she sits at her desk, all I can focus on is every inch of her body that I want to explore.

      My dick hardens just thinking about it. I adjust my shorts, and her eyes catch mine. She flashes me a brief smile, then returns to whatever she’s working on up there. 

      “What the hell was that?” Axel whispers, as he nudges his shoulder into mine. 

      “What?” I look from Claire to him. 

      Axel and I haven’t said much to each other, since the night in the parking lot when I got all defensive on his ass. We’ve continued our training and workouts, but he hasn’t brought it up, so I haven’t either. That’s sort of the way it works with us. We piss each other off and move on. It’s not the first time and won’t be the last. 

      “Dude,” he cracks, “no, hell no.” He slaps his hand on the table. Not loud enough to grab the attention of the entire classroom, but forceful enough, to have everyone in our row looking in our direction. 

      I ignore him completely. If I feed into it, he will make a scene. Then again, this is Axel, he will make a scene regardless. 

      The bell rings, and as much as I want to grab my stuff and get the hell out of dodge and away from whatever he’s got brewing, I’ve got teacher’s orders to stick around. 

      Everyone leaves, and I’m hoping that he follows suit, but he doesn’t even budge. 

      “Out with it. What’s going on with you two?” 

      Claire looks up from her desk, watching and listening. 

      “We’ll talk about this later. Let it go for now,” I mumble under my breath. 

      “Oh, that’s right, because the teacher asked you to stay after class.” His voice is loaded with a mixture of  sarcasm and agitation. 

      I want to say boo-fucking-hoo, for once, Axel Thorn isn’t getting what he wants. I’d probably enjoy it a little too much. But, I won’t. I don’t even plan to tell him anything. 

      He snatches up his book and storms out of the classroom. Fueled with anger. Not because of what I’m doing, but because of what he won’t be doing. If the boy would have heard the word ‘no’ a few more times growing up, then he wouldn’t act so entitled. This time, he loses. 

      I slouch down in my seat, once the door slams shut. 

      “So, Ms. Hyland, am I in trouble?” 

      “I don’t know.” She pushes her chair back and stands—her arms crossed over her white blouse. One that I wish she’d wear a t-shirt under because I can see her bra line, and I’m sure every guy in this class was gawking at her. “What was that all about?” 

      “Axel being Axel. Just ignore his antics. Now get over here before I come over there, and everyone on the other side of that door sees us.” 

      “Who was that girl you were talking to earlier? The one who made you late.” Her head tilts downward, while holding tight to my gaze. Her feet planted firmly in place, she taps the toe of her shoe to the floor. 

      “Oh,” I hum, “that’s what’s wrong.” I push my chair back and move toward her. 

      She looks down at the ground, avoiding eye contact.

      I’ve got ten seconds before students start coming in here for her next class. I grab her by the waist and pull her out of view of the glass panel on the closed door. 

      “There is no other girl for me. It’s just you.” I take her face in the palm of my hands and look deep into her eyes. 

      “What did she want?” She tries to resist eye contact, but I don’t let her.

      I’d lie if I said I didn’t like this. Her jealousy shows me so much more than just that. 

      “Just to talk about prom. It was nothing.” 

      “You’re going to prom with her?” Her mouth drops open. 

      Before I can even finish explaining, the door swings open, and we break away quickly. 

      “Let me know if you have any other questions,” she says, trying to make light of the situation. 

      Damnit. 

      I don’t like leaving her like this, but I have no choice—so I go. 
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        * * *

      

      When the final bell rings, I’m hauling ass to her classroom, in hopes of catching her before she leaves. My feet eat up every inch of the floor in quick strides, pushing my way past the crowd of students, who are all beaming for the weekend ahead. Many of who I’ll be seeing tomorrow night at the fights. 

      I’ve got twenty minutes before Axel begins snapping the whip to get me in the cage to train. That is, unless he spends the entire session wallowing in self-pity at whatever he thinks he knows. 

      When I round the corner, I can see that her door is still open. I breathe a sigh of relief, but, just as I inch closer, she walks out, pulling it shut behind her and sticking her key in to lock it up for the weekend. 

      When she turns around, she sees me. I hold up a finger instructing her to wait and mouth the word please. She leans her back against the door and pulls her phone from her bag and toys with it while she waits. We both just stand there with a row of lockers between us—waiting. 

      There is one group still lingering, and the anticipation builds, as I just stand here with my arms draped at my side. “School’s out. Go home,” I snap. 

      They give me a disgusted look and the girl dressed in all black with black hair and fishnet stockings actually hisses at me. Probably casting some sort of spell on me with her eyes. 

      I’ll take a streak of bad luck, if they’d just get the hell out of here. 

      Once the hall is completely empty, I take slow steps toward her, as she drops her phone back in her bag. “Hey, Ms. Hyland.” I give the halls another once over, to be sure we are alone. “Can we go in?” I nod toward the door. 

      She doesn’t put up a fight; instead, she retrieves her keys and unlocks the door. Once we are in, I click the lock and take her wrist in my hand. “Come with me.” 

      This classroom is too open. With the see through panel on the door and the open windows. I know Mom and some of the other staff are sticking around for the remainder of the afternoon, so we can’t risk it. 

      We walk to the back of the classroom, to the open door of the storage room. I pull her in and shut the door behind us. It’s completely dark.  Not even a sliver of light shines through, but we’re alone, and that’s all that matters.

      “I’ve missed you.” I pull her close. I can hear the sound of each breath she takes, feeling the warmth of each exhale on my bare arms. 

      “It’s only been two hours.” Her voice holds restraint. I can tell something is bothering her. 

      “What’s going on? Is this about Taya?” I wish that I could see her face. Look in her eyes and see what she’s feeling—pain, sorrow, anger. 

      “It’s nothing. I have no place to be upset. It’s not like this thing going on between us is serious. I mean, how could it be?” She takes a step back, freeing herself from my touch. 

      “Don’t talk like that. First of all, there is nothing to be upset about. Taya is just a friend, we have a past, but that’s over with.”

      “Sometimes the past is a lot closer than we think,” she speaks gravely. 

      “Not this part of my past. Taya was just asking if I would mind if her and Kip went to prom together. She asked out of respect. I’m telling you, babe, it was nothing.” I whisk her back to me. “It is kind of cute that you’re jealous, though.” 

      “I’m not jealous. I’m concerned.” She gets defensive, which is also cute. 

      “Well,” I sweep her hair to the side, gathering it in my hand on her shoulder, “you have nothing to be concerned about.” I lean closer to her creased neck and breathe out, mangling my breath on her skin. “Second of all, this is serious to me.” 

      “Promise?” 

      “Absolutely.” I give her the reassurance she needs, also giving it to myself, at the same time. If anything, her emotional plea has proven to me that she, in fact, feels something for me. 

      My lips ghost the skin of her shoulder, moving down her arm. “I want to taste every inch of your skin, explore every dark part that the sun doesn’t touch.”

      “You shouldn’t say those things to me.”

      “You’re right. I should show you.” I grab her leg and lift it up to my side, holding it in place. 

      “Show me. Show me that I’m the only one you want.” Her voice is raspy—hungry and full of need. A need that only I can satisfy. 

      In one quick motion, our lips crash together, and we tear into each other. I kick off my shoe, and it hits something on the shelf that crashes to the floor, the sound of shattering glass isn’t even enough to stop us. Every article of clothing is being tossed around the pitch-black room. 

      She takes control and pushes me up against the door. I stretch my arm down and sweep my fingers over her entrance then rub her clit in a circular motion. “You’re so wet,” I mutter into her open mouth. She swings her leg up, wrapping it around my back. 

      “Then do something about it.” Her nails dig into my shoulder blades. I can feel the weight of her head fall back, as she grinds herself against my hand. “Fuck me, Knox.” 

      She’s always been so reserved; I like seeing her come out of her shell and tell me exactly what she wants me to do to her. 

      I use my hand to swipe everything off the table that sits against the wall. Neither of us giving any thought to what was on it or where it landed. Picking her up by the waist, I set her on it, and she lies back, propping herself up on her elbows. My mouth finds her breast, and I suck her nipple into my mouth, making her shiver with anticipation. Teasing her other nipple, as I roll it between my finger and thumb. “Knox,” she moans, “just fuck me.” 

      I work my way down, sucking her into my mouth, likely leaving a trail of bruised skin. I lift her legs up, as her feet rest on the table. Wishing for just one look at her beautiful body in this darkness. 

      Her hands drop to the side, when I dip one finger inside her. Pressing firmly and flicking it against her walls. The sound of my hand smacking against her pussy dominating the sound of our laborious breaths. 

      With my head between her legs, I tease her swollen clit with the tip of my tongue, as my finger continues to find its way in and out of her. I can feel the shift in the table, as she grips the edge in her hands—the sound of her nails scraping against the plastic. 

      I press another finger in and suck her lips between my teeth. The anticipation of being inside her builds as my dick throbs against the table. I want to feel her from the inside, bare and uncovered. Feel her walls close in around me as I make her come undone. 

      “Fuck me now, Knox,” she groans, as if she read my mind. 

      I slide her body down so that her ass hangs off the table, and I drape her legs over my forearms. Knowing exactly where to go, I find my way inside of her. My dick engulfed in the warmth of her essence. 

      I want to ask if she’s on the pill, but refrain from ruining the moment. She props herself up on her elbows, and her hips buck up into me, gaining friction. I drop one leg and slide my free hand under her ass, getting a good grip, as I pound my dick in and out of her. 

      I can feel her convulse around me, her legs shaky and her breaths heady. A low moan escapes her, and she tightens and relaxes at the same time. I continue to drive myself through her orgasm and when I feel the drip of her down my leg, I elicit the same sounds. An electrical current rapidly moves through my veins and emits when I pull out and pump my release all over her stomach. 

      At least, I hope that's where it went. “Is there a light in here?” I snicker, as I reach for her hands and pull her up. 

      She gets to her feet, and before she moves, I press my lips to hers. “Do you believe me now?” I kiss her again, “no one else.” 

      “You’re starting to convince me.” She stretches her arm up and suddenly there is light. 

      I reach for a roll of brown paper towel on one of the shelves and unroll a couple feet of it, then wipe her down. “Such a gentleman.” She grins, taking the paper towel and balling it up. She sets it on the table, and we both get dressed. 

      “Ooops,” I shrug, seeing the broken vase on the floor. “I’ll grab the broom and clean that up. I hope it wasn’t our assignment for Monday. I think we’ve drawn that vase at least a dozen times this year,” I tease, and she knows it. 

      “What can I say, I’ve run out of ideas.” 

      “I’ve got an idea,” I swing her around and grip her around the waist, “How about if I come see you later?” 

      “I don’t know,” she hesitates. “We really should be more careful. We’ve been getting pretty sloppy. I think people are starting to suspect something.” 

      “So what if they are. Maybe we should just come out with it. What harm can it do? I want to show you off to the world.” Part of me knows that's not possible right now, but the other part of me says, why not. It’s not like we have anything to lose. She might get some backlash from the parents around town, but her job is completely replaceable. Everyone would come around eventually.

      She obviously thinks that's a terrible idea, because the next thing I know, my arms are empty, and the door is swinging open. My heavy shoulders drop, and I aggressively grab the broom from the corner, sweeping up the remains of a time with her that will forever be etched in my memory. 

      It isn’t until I hear the door to the hallway slam shut that I’m dropping the broom and hauling ass out there. 

      Is she leaving? 

      A dozen questions race through my mind, as I catch up to her in the hallway. Is this temporary to her? Will we ever be more than this? Am I going to lose her one day? I can’t lose her—not now, not ever. 

      My heart aches at the thought. In just this short amount of time, she’s become something to me. I don’t know what that something is, but it’s breathtaking. She takes my breath away by simply walking into a room. And her touch—I can’t live without it. 

      Am I just a lovesick puppy to her? A joke? Just a boy?

      Maybe I thought it was so much more than it really was. Maybe I am just a kid with a crush. 

      Then why does the thought of losing her feel like a knife to my stomach? An uncontrolled bleed that only she can stop? 

      “Hey.” I place a comforting hand on her shoulder, stopping her in her tracks. “Where are you going?” 

      “Bathroom. Home. I don’t know, Knox,” she says in a disappointed tone, with her eyes locked on the squares of tile at her feet. 

      “Was it something I said? I’m sorry.”

      “No,” her eyes shoot up, “Don’t you ever be sorry. You’ve done nothing wrong.” 

      I can hear the echo of voices in another room. I look around to see if any witnesses are in sight. “Come back to the room and talk to me.” 

      She shakes her head. “No, just go for now. We will talk later. I promise.” 

      I don’t even fight it. I have no choice. The voices are coming closer, and Axel is waiting on me. Part of me wants to just plant my mouth on hers and be out with it, but she may never forgive me if I do that. Instead, I turn to walk away with my posture dampened and my spirits crushed. Five minutes ago, we were losing ourselves to each other. 

      It turns out, the only one losing anything was me.
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      Claire

      I wait until his Jeep leaves the parking lot, before I walk out the door. The scalding sun reflecting off the black asphalt is hot enough to burn my pale skin in a matter of minutes. 

      I climb in the car and immediately roll all the windows down, making note to get the air conditioning checked before the summer heat really hits. 

      I look to my left, as I drive past Scotty’s, wondering if he’s working tonight. Picturing him with his cut off shirt and gym shorts, in those dirty grease absorbed sneakers. I know he thinks that I made this decision lightly, and all because of our age difference. Guilt is not something that I feel often, if ever, but right now, it consumes me. 

      I pull into my regular spot on the side of the road in front of the main house and hit the locks, before I get out and close the door behind me. Blakely lifts her head from the papers in her hand in front of the mailbox. “Hey Claire, how are you doing?” she asks, taking steps toward me. 

      “Doing well, Ms. Porter.” I keep it short. I’m not really in the mood for small talk right now. I continue down my normal everyday path, but she continues to walk beside me. 

      “Please, call me Blakely. Ms. Porter makes me feel old.” She chuckles, “How’s the class going? The students aren’t giving you too much trouble, I hope. I know there are some major assholes in that school.” 

      I laugh at her accurate assessment. “No, everything is going great. Thanks for asking.” 

      “And Knox, is he doing well?” 

      I stop abruptly. “Why do you ask?” The words fly out defensively. I don’t know how she could possibly know anything at all—unless Knox told her; they are best friends, after all. 

      “He’s in your class, right?” 

      “Oh, right. Yes, he’s doing well in class.” I sigh internally. “You have a nice day.” I wave her off, as I continue to the guest house. 

      “Claire,” she hollers, causing me to turn back around. “Would you like to have a glass of wine? Get to know each other a little better? We are neighbors, and we’ve never had much of a chance to chit-chat. Come on, let’s have a little girl-time” 

      Chit-chat is at the very top on the list of things that I try to avoid, right next to girl-time. 

      “I should go home. I have a pile of sketches to grade.” I point over my shoulder and lie. I don’t even look at half of what my class works on. A’s for everyone. These kids will grow up thinking they are all artists because I don’t take the time to give them honest feedback. I really need to consider finding a different job. 

      “Just one drink?” She flashes sad puppy eyes. 

      Those don’t convince me in the least bit, but to save an argument, I agree. “Just one.” 

      “Yay.” She beams, with an eagerness that I wish I was capable of. There are many things in her life that I wish I had. Her self-confidence, her assurance on what she wants out of life, but mostly, her freedom from her past. 

      I walk through the sliding glass door, that I’ve walked in and out of countless times these past couple of days, only she is none the wiser. 

      “You have a beautiful home,” I say, as I pull the door shut behind me. The cool air inside feels refreshing, compared to the dryness of the outdoors. 

      “Thank you. Though, I can’t take all the credit. The kitchen was designed by my mother. Everything else I had remodeled when I took ownership.” She pulls an open bottle of wine from the refrigerator. “White wine, okay?”

      “That’s perfect.” 

      She continues to talk, as she pours our glasses. “So tell me, what do you like to do when you’re not at work?”

      “I’m very passionate about art. Many different forms. Abstract, Modern, Animated.” 

      “Right. Jorge mentioned that. It’s why he thought the job at the school would be a good fit for you. I happen to have the same passion. I prefer drawing and painting things we can touch, but all art is beautiful.” 

      “That it is.” I take a sip, savoring the rich taste, as it goes down smoothly. 

      “Have you met any men since you’ve come to town?” 

      I about spit my drink out, choking it down the wrong tube. 

      “Are you okay?” she asks, walking over, as if she’s about ready to begin pounding on my back. 

      “Mmmhmm.” I nod, through coughing fits. 

      Once I’ve finally got it together, she continues with what feels like an interview. “So, have you?”

      “Nope.” I shake my head. “I haven’t had much of a chance to mingle with the townies.” 

      She looks at me with speculation, “Oh really? Then who's been coming across my yard in the wee hours of the night? Hmm?” 

      My eyes pop out of their sockets, and I think I’d prefer to choke again than give her the reaction she’s getting from me right now. I tip my glass back and drink it down, very slowly, while thinking. 

      She either knows it's him or doesn’t. Either way, she’s playing it cool, so she doesn’t seem to mind. I could lie and say it's a man I met at a bar, but then she’d ask who it is. I imagine she knows every resident in Redwood, so that won’t work. 

      I decide to play dumb. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I set the glass down, then grab the bottle and fill it back up. 

      “Ok,” her head bobs up and down, “I’ll let it go for now. But, when you’re ready to talk, I’m a nosey bitch, so feel free to fill me in.” She clanks her glass against mine, before downing the contents. 

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Just as I finish the sentence, my phone sounds in my bag. I reach down and pull it out and see that I have a missed call from Jorge. He begins to call again, before I can even set the phone down. 

      She wasn’t lying when she said she was nosey because her head is practically touching mine and she’s leaning over to see whose name is flashing on my screen. 

      “I should call him back.” I stand up and grab my bag, leaving the full glass of wine in place. 

      “Of course,” she stands in respect to my leaving, “How do you know Jorge, anyways? I mean, I know you two aren’t a thing. It’s obvious that he’s—” she stops, as if she’s afraid to say it. 

      “Gay.” I finish for her, “He is, and he’s one of those gay friends that every girl needs. We met years ago in California, shortly after I finished art school. We’ve stuck together ever since.” It’s all true. I don’t mention the bits and pieces in between, but that’s irrelevant. 

      “How about you?” I ask, as my phone rings again. “I’m sorry, I really should get this.” I don’t give her a chance to answer. “Thanks again for the drink. We should definitely do it again, soon.” 

      “Anytime.” 

      I walk out the same way I came in and hit the answer button, as soon as my feet hit the deck. 

      “Claire? Are you sitting down?” Jorge’s voice comes through from the other end. 

      “Oh no!” I gasp.
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      Knox

      I’m kicking rocks and dragging my ass, as I walk up to the warehouse. I don’t even want to be here. I have better things to do, like convincing Claire why we make sense and how I can be the man that she needs. 

      It’s very possible that I’m fooling myself. Can I really be the man she deserves? I can’t provide for her, make an honest woman out of her. I haven’t even graduated high school. 

      Self-pity consumes me, when I push the doors open and make my way to the ring. 

      “It’s your lucky day,” Axel singsongs, “I’m not even going to give you shit about being late this time.” He jumps off the edge of the mat. “I want answers.” 

      I sweep the air with my hand. “You’re crazy, man. There is nothing to tell.” The dried fluids on my dick say differently, but he doesn’t need to know that. 

      “It all makes sense now. The reason you went crazy-ass on me in the parking lot. The hesitation with the bet. You’re fucking her aren’t you?”

      “Do you just sit around all day and make this shit up in your head. Get a life. I’m not fucking our art teacher.” I tear my shirt off and toss it to the ground. Grabbing the wrap tape from Axel, I begin rolling it onto my hands. “Now, let's get this over with. I have shit to do.” 

      “Oh yeah? Like what?” His arms cross over his chest, and he blocks my entrance to the mat. 

      “Jerking it to a picture of your sister. Now, move dammit.” It’s a semi-lie. I have no intentions of doing that, but that’s not to say that I haven’t done that. Axel’s sister is the Blakely of the junior class, and she’s hot as hell. 

      “Stay the hell away from my sister.” He gives me a shove. I don’t take it personally. We are all used to it. All of the guys crack jokes about Marni, just to get a rise out of him. Axel doesn’t love much, but he loves his sister and is extremely protective over her. He’s literally poked a guy’s eye out, just for looking at her wrong. I don’t think he meant to, but he was all up in his face with his finger pointing at him and he got shoved from behind, finger meet eyeball. 

      “She’s my neighbor. She doesn’t have many friends around here, so I’ve given her a helping hand a few times.” It’s the truth. Where those hands were is nobody's business. 

      Shane motions me to the corner of the mat. A few other groups are scattered around the room. A couple kickboxing, a few throwing punches at bags. 

      “We don't’ have time to waste, boy. You have your work cut out for you if you plan to take this fight tomorrow.” Shane gets serious. “These guys are well-trained and well-endowed.” 

      “About that, I need to get a little background info here. I’m not too keen on getting my ass handed to me by a bunch of sumo wrestlers.”

      “This isn’t wrestling,” Axel laughs, “and all stats are matched accordingly.” 

      “This isn’t funny. I never signed up for the switch up.” I throw the tape to Axel and stick out my left hand, so he can wrap it for me. 

      Axel throws the tape to the corner of the mat, then drops himself down, getting comfortable. Lying flat on his back with his arms positioned under his head. “It’s business. Don’t take it personally.” 

      “Oh yeah, does your dad know you’ve turned his building into an actual business?”

      “Dad doesn’t care what the hell I do, you know that. I could tell him I wanna burn this bitch down, and he’d help me pour the gasoline.”

      He has a point. His dad is the most absent father I’ve ever known. Aside from my own, who skipped out on us years ago. 

      “Knox is right, though,” Shane interrupts, “you better hope you know what you’re doing here. I mean, as long as I’m getting paid well, I’ll keep training you guys, but one bad fight, and this place could go to hell real fast. You better hope that your new partner knows what he’s doing.”

      Axel leans forward, propping himself up on his elbows. “We’re golden. I’ve got this all under control. My partner has the connections to take this place to the next level. I never would have agreed to this arrangement, if I thought otherwise.”

      I know he feels like he has his dreams in the palm of his hands, but one squeeze, and everything he has ever wanted will go down in flames. This unsettling feeling inside me tells me that we are not golden, and he does not have this under control. 

      I pop my bite piece in, and Shane holds up his hands, and I begin taking swings at the pads. Right, one-two. Left, one-two. 

      “Harder. C’mon, Knox,” he bellows. I punch again. “Harder.” He repeats himself louder.

      I watch his hands jerk with each punch, but it’s not enough. 

      A solid right-hand punch, then a left-hand punch. I bite down hard, sweat rolling past my eyes. I slouch down and hammer into the pad. 

      “Get pissed,” he screeches. 

      I keep throwing them. Bouncing with each hit to the pad. 

      “I’m gonna fuck her, too,” I hear Axel behind me. 

      My hands anchor to my sides, as I spin around, the shit eating grin on his face does it. I bend my arms, slouch and turn around quickly, plunging my fist hard into the pad. Then my right, an uppercut to the left, and a rapid jab at both sides. 

      “Yes,” Shane beams, “that’s it. Get mad. Think of Axel fucking whoever he plans to fuck.”

      They are just getting a rise out of me. That’s all. Don’t take it personally, Knox. Just get the pads. The image pops in my head and rage consumes me. I need it out of my head. Fuck. Get out. My heart rate accelerates, and I take it out on Shane’s covered hands. 

      “Woah, woah. Break.” Shane steps back. “Damn boy, whatever was on your mind just now, use that next Saturday.” He claps the pad to my shoulder. I bend over, hands on knees, trying to catch my breath and get a hold of myself. I turn my head to Axel who is still sporting that grin. 

      “Wait until it happens. Let’s see how pissed off you get then.” He laughs.

      “What the fuck, man? Aren’t we supposed to be friends?” I stalk toward him, that rage returning full force. I point a finger in his face. “Stay the fuck away from her.” 

      Another bout of laughter just pisses me off even more. This dude is a soulless robot. If I wasn’t sure before, I am now. “Best friends. Don’t you ever forget it.” He gets to his feet. “But, thanks for that reaction. Now I know you’re fucking her. Just admit it and I’ll back off. Bro code man. I’d never do that to you. Kip,” the corner of his lips curl, and he nods back and forth, “maybe. You, never.” 

      “You’d never do that to Kipper.” My tone softens. 

      “You’re right. I hate you fuckers, but damn do I love ya.” He hooks his arm around my neck and rubs his knuckles to the top of my drenched head. “Come on, Knox. I need to know. You can’t keep this shit from me.”

      “Fine.” I blurt out, “Fine, it’s true.” I instantly regret it, but as much as I want to smash this robot most days, he’s a man of his word, and I trust him with my life. 

      “I fucking knew it.” He jumps around laughing. “I’m pissed, but I knew it all along. You little sneak, moving in on my plan.” He’s half-joking, half-serious. 

      “This is more than that, Axel. I really like this girl. So, keep your mouth shut. She can never know that I told you.” 

      He zips his fingers over his lips, sealing them shut. “Wait, a minute. The deal was that if I didn’t sleep with her, you got out of these fights. Obviously, I can’t do that now because you’ve already tainted her. So we just have to call the whole thing off. No bet. No quitting.” 

      “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll still fight, and we can call this whole thing off, but you have to give me your word, Axel. I mean it, you cannot tell a soul, not even Kip.” 

      “Deal.” He sticks his hand out to me. 

      “That’s not all. You also need to start showing her a little more respect.” 

      “You got it. Respect is my middle name.” 

      “Fucking liar.” I punch his shoulder. I feel some relief that this is out. I don’t have to worry about this douchebag trying to sleep with my girl. 

      My girl, I like the sounds of that. 

      If only.
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      Claire

      I throw myself into the plush chair in the corridor, watching as Mr. Rossi’s staff moves all of my belongings from the west wing into his bedroom. 

      “Big day, huh?” Jorge stops in front of me. 

      My eyes find their way to his. “Why is he doing this? Why me? After what I did—the mess I made.” 

      “Isn’t it obvious.” He slouches down and holds my gaze, whispering, “he doesn’t want to share you.” 

      I lean forward. “Should I be worried?” 

      “I’m afraid I can’t answer that for you. This is a first for Mr. Rossi. He has never let a woman sleep in his bed, let alone call it hers.” 

      “The others are so much prettier, so much more confident. They follow instructions. I’ve rebelled against the rules since I got here. It doesn’t make sense.” 

      “I told you Ms. Goodwin. They all want you. Only you. It appears that includes Mr. Rossi.” 

      He was such a greedy bastard. Didn’t want to share. Once I was his, he hardly even shared my presence with his friends. If we had a party or an event, he’d allow me so much time then kindly asked that I go to the room for the night. 

      Then there is Knox, who wants to share me with the world. Show me off. His heart is so pure and I’m so afraid of what I am going to do to it. If I continue this, I could turn that pure heart black with just one simple truth. Whatever we have, it’s all built on lies—my lies. 

      “You’re saying that I’m not obligated to fulfil my duties anymore?”

      Malcolm’s fingers gently stroked my cheek. “I’m telling you that your duties have changed. There are still requirements, but your duties are for me and me alone. No one else.” His fingers move to my chin, gripping it tightly. “Is that understood? There will be no other men.”

      “Understood.” I choked out the word. 

      I can do this, I thought to myself. I can commit myself to Malcolm, if it means that I never have to be with another stranger again. He saved me. After what I did, he still wants me here. He cleaned up the mess I made and has given me the opportunity to never look back. Not that I want to, not that I have any regrets. 

      He’s offering me his palace, his heart—even if it's just a small part. This is what all the girls have always dreamt of. Malcolm is like an untouchable god who has taken care of us, provided for us, and protected us. This is a dream come true. 

      “God, I was so stupid,” I mutter under my breath. 

      I sold my soul to the devil for luxury and acceptance. When I thought he was saving me, he was actually saving himself. I thought it was love, but love isn’t a package deal, it's unconditional. This package was loaded with manipulation, and boy, does Malcolm know how to manipulate. 

      I didn’t learn this overnight. It took years for his true colors to shine, but when they did, the only one I saw was black. The deepest and darkest black in existence. 

      I curl up into a fetal position and listen to the swish of the blades, circulating from the ceiling fan. My wet hair lies carelessly and sticks to the skin of my cheeks. I don’t even brush it away. I think back to that night and what I did, wondering how I felt nothing. My body numb to emotion.

      It was the day I met him, that night at the gallery. I was swept away into the arms of a king who placed me on top of the world. 

      Now I’ve fallen, and I don’t know how to pick myself up. 

      A knock at the door rings in my ears, but my body doesn’t react. I continue to lie there, as I listen to the pounding. Pretending that I don’t hear his voice. 

      “Claire, please let me in. I know you’re there,” Knox begs. 

      If I stay still, he will go away. It’s for his own good. 

      When the banging stops, I breathe a sigh of relief. That is until he appears at the doorway that I face. “Go away,” I mumble, not even attempting to wipe away the tears. My legs press firmly between my folded legs and my head rests tiresomely on the dampened pillow. 

      I close my eyes, as he moves toward me. “I’m not going anywhere.” I can feel the mattress dip, as he sits down. His hand lays gently on my shoulder as his thumb caresses the shear fabric of my robe. “You’ve been crying.” He leans closer, rolling me onto me back. “Claire, what’s wrong?”

      When Knox expressed his willingness to open our relationship up to the world, I immediately knew it was a bad idea. There isn’t any point. Why? So I can fall in love with him and then lose him, lose us? It wasn’t until I left Blakely’s house when I got the call from Jorge, that I realized that this has to end now. 

      “Jorge, my phone has been off. What the hell is going on? I gasped into the receiver, as I pulled my car door shut in the parking lot of the school. 

      I watched as Knox got in his Jeep and burned out. Taking a piece of me with him. 

      “Stay calm, Ms. Rossi.” 

      “Don’t call me that. Why are you calling me that?” I spit in confusion, “Where is Malcolm?”

      “He left for a meeting in Mexico City, and never returned. He took all of the ladies with him, including Giselle. Something’s not right, Claire.”

      When I left, Malcolm brought in a new recruit who took my place with Jorge. Malcolm rarely separates the guards from their work. He feels that the girls need constant protection. 

      “Did he bring anyone with him. Jude? Paul?” Jude and Paul are a couple of the vetted bodyguards, who have been with Malcolm from the beginning. 

      “No one.”

      “Oh shit, Jorge. Those girls aren’t coming back.” 

      “No, dear. They are not.” 

      “And, you think he’s coming here next?”

      He goes quiet for a minute. “I’ve booked you a flight to Iowa. Your cards will arrive tomorrow morning. Follow the instructions.” 

      “No, I can’t leave. Not yet.” 

      “I have to go, Claire. Please be safe.” 

      And then the line went dead. 

      Insanity has crept in. Malcolm is losing control. He’s dishing out women like they are last night's leftovers. All the girls who lived in the house are being sold into a dark and scary life. That was almost me. I was a victim, but I was the one that he wanted to keep. Malcolm isn’t just part of a transnational mafia, he rules one. Extortion and drugs are his game, that’s what it is to him. A game of power and he’s paid in riches. I asked him once why he does it, his response was “You can sell a girl multiple times, you can only sell a drug once.”

      He thinks that if he gets rid of them then I will come home. 

      “Knox, you have to go.” I spring up hastily. 

      “I’m not going anywhere. Ever.” He strokes my hair from my cheek. 

      “You don’t understand. This isn’t about us. I’m not who you think I am. I’m not a good person.” 

      I have one hour before I have to be dressed and over at Val’s. I promised, at the last minute, that I’d help her with her rehearsal dinner. After the food is made, I plan to weasel my way out of there and pack up this life, moving on to the next. 

      “You are more than good, you are perfect.” He attempts to pull me close, but I pull back, jumping off the bed and away from his touch. 

      “You don’t know me. You know nothing about me,” I cry out, “If you did, you would stay far away from me. Which you need to do anyway.” 

      He comes toward me, and I dodge him again, dancing our way around each other, as he tries to get me to focus on him. I fight to avoid it, to free him from me. 

      “Why are you talking like this? Please tell me what’s going on?” 

      “I can’t.” I tighten the ties of my robe. Then I look up, and I see the pain in his eyes. Pain that I have caused. “You are everything, Knox.” I blink through tear-soaked eyes. “You deserve someone absolutely amazing. Please don’t ever settle for less.” I walk toward him, kissing his cheek gently and taking in the last time my lips will ever touch him. Inhaling his scent and saving it to memory. I stroke his arm subtly, then squeeze my hands into a fist, wanting to hold his touch in my hands for eternity. 

      “We have to forget this ever happened.” I attempt to push him out of the way, but he resists. 

      He takes my face into his hands. “I know you feel it. This wasn’t just sex, Claire.”

      “It was.” I close my eyes tightly, to hide my pain and to ease his. 

      Then I walk out the door. I go to the bathroom and lock the door, then drop to the floor with my back against it. 

      There is no point in fighting the tears, they continue to fall, as I try and catch a breath between heaves. Knox continues to bang on the bathroom door. I stick my head between my folded up legs and ignore it, crying through the loud noise. 

      Ten minutes later, it stops. 

      He’s gone. 
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      Of all the places I could go, I’m going to Iowa. Originally, we thought closer was good, because Malcolm will assume that I’ve fled for the East Coast. He knows how much I’ve always wanted to live in New York in a tall studio apartment that overlooks the city—I was a fool to share my dreams with him. 

      Now, however, Jorge thinks that Arizona is too close and that Malcolm is closing in. He’s kicked everyone off the grounds that isn’t essential to finding me. The girls...gone. Added security...gone. Even Jorge has been let go. 

      He thinks that Malcolm blames him for losing me. If he only knew what Jorge has done for me, he’d kill him, without even thinking twice. 

      I knew this would happen eventually; I’m just not ready for it to happen now. I was never prepared to fall for someone so hard, so fast. Especially someone who is forbidden to me. Then again, one might say that the forbidden fruit tastes much sweeter. Knox is proof of that. His sweetness has sucked me in and enveloped me into his world. A world of high school drama, modern day fantasy, and dreams of a better life. Everything about him screams innocence and purity of heart. He is a good man. Yes, a man. A boy can never make me feel the way he has. Yet, here I am trying to shut off these feelings and keep him far away from me. 

      Once I’m sure he’s gone, I stand up and look in the mirror, brushing my fingers under my eyes and looking back at the stranger staring back at me. They say in order to love another, you need to love yourself first, maybe that’s the problem. Maybe that’s why I don’t feel worthy of love. 

      I go to the living room where my phone sits on the kitchen counter and make a split decision to text Jorge and ask if there is another way. Anything that can be done, so I don’t have to leave. 

      Me: I don’t know if I can leave, Jorge. I’ve built a life here.

      When he doesn’t respond, I toss my phone on the counter in a fit. My hand holds tightly to my forehead, as I pace the kitchen, my kitchen—my home. For the first time since I’ve stepped foot in Redwood, I finally feel like I can call this place home, and it’s because of Knox.  Now I’m expected to just give it up. To walk away and leave behind a chunk of my heart, in hopes that it will continue to beat somewhere else. 

      Uncertainty feasts on me. 

      Is it worth giving up everything to go somewhere else where I will have to do the same thing next year or next month? Hell, it could be next week. When does this cycle end? At what point, do I get to live? To find my happily ever after? 

      I’ve fought against people my entire life. Dad always said that I was my own worst enemy. Maybe he was right; I self-destruct more than I self-love. 

      Maybe it's time to prove him wrong. Maybe it's time to fight for myself, instead of against myself.
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      Knox

      “Come on, man. The party starts in twenty-minutes. Who the hell needs to practice getting married? Can’t they just finalize it all tonight and call it good?” Axel says, through the speaker of the phone pressed to my ear.

      “It’s called a rehearsal, you half-minded nitwit. There is still an actual wedding on Sunday, and you are still expected to be there.” 

      “Fuck my life. Alright, hurry your ass up. The hotties are starting to show up, and I’m two seconds away from an orgy.” 

      “Is Harper there?” 

      Mom walks by, waving her hands in the air, to get my attention. She’s been a bridezilla today, and I expect it will only get worse.

      “Hell no, Harper isn’t here, and you better not invite her ass either.” 

      The call ends. 

      I knew she wasn’t there, but I just stopped him from making a huge mistake. If Harper is on his mind, he won’t touch another woman. Not that I care, but it’s his birthday, and I’d like to party a little bit, before he spends his night in bed, getting his cock sucked by some random women, (yes...women), while tipping back a fifth of vodka.  

      Claire was supposed to be here tonight. We could have been stealing kisses in this very room, at this very moment. She called Mom and said she couldn’t make it. Said she had something come up at the last minute. I know nothing came up. She’s just avoiding me. It hurts, but I’ll make it right. 

      I grab a baby pickle off the relish tray on the counter and pop it in my mouth, before walking through the sliding glass doors to the backyard. Everyone is lined up and watching me, like they’ve all been waiting on me. My bad. 

      I look over to the guesthouse and catch Claire’s car backed up to it. My heart sinks deep into my stomach when she walks out with two boxes stacked on top of each other. She’s wearing a pair of grey cut off sweat shorts and a pink tank top with her hair piled into a beautiful mess on the top of her head. 

      “Today, Knox,” Mom hollers from the side of the deck, where she waits with Grandpa. 

      I look over to Mom and back to Claire. “Can we put this on hold for just a minute?” I have to talk to her—stop her. 

      “No, we cannot. We’ve waited on you long enough, now get down there next to Jasper and Isaac.” 

      I stall. Looking, thinking, hoping like hell that she is just putting some stuff in storage. 

      “Now!” Mom yells, getting impatient with me. 

      I pull my phone out of the pocket of my shorts and send her a text, as I walk down the grass aisle. The thick, dry air makes it a struggle to take a deep breath, and with the anxiety looming, I fight to breathe at all. 

      Me: Where are you going? Please, don’t go anywhere. I’m coming over in ten minutes. Wait for me.

      “Glad you could join us, Jackass.” Jasper nudges me, as I stand in line next to him. 

      “Fuck off.” I nudge him back. A year ago, we would have been throwing down at this rehearsal. The idea of even standing next to him would have made me lose my shit. Now, I have nothing but respect for him. Even if we only communicate through vulgarity and insults, we have nothing but love for one another. 

      My eyes are glued to the back of Claire’s car, as I watch her carry yet another box out. I take a deep breath, trying to hold my composure. Forcing my feet to stay put and not run over to her. 

      I pull my phone back out, and Isaac shakes his head at me. I look up and see Mom walking towards us, then stick it back in my pocket. 

      I twist my head around the men lined up and watch, as Claire glances at her phone, looks over to the rehearsal in search of me, then walks back into the house. 

      I know she read it. 

      Mom finally gets up, here after walking at an extremely slow pace. I brush the sweat from my forehead and begin tapping my foot, not even realizing it, until Jasper kicks my shin.

      “Ouch, Asshole,” I screech. 

      Mom shoots me a look of disapproval. I didn’t even notice, until now, how beautiful and happy she looks. Everyone around me exudes nothing but happiness. Blakely sits in the front row of perfectly lined up white chairs. I catch her and Jasper exchanging a look, and for a moment, I’m envious. 

      That’s what I want. Someone who I can just look at and know exactly what they are thinking. Someone who I can share a smile with, when only we know what we are smiling about. 

      Claire and I can have that. She just needs to give this a chance. We can have it all. I beat myself up over all the reasons that she deserves someone who can give her more, that I didn’t realize until now that I can give it all to her. I may not have money or things to offer, but I can give her a look in a room full of strangers and tell her how much I love her, with just my eyes alone. I can hold her and protect her when the lightning strikes out of nowhere and she needs shelter, I can be her shelter. 

      The pastor wraps things up and does his fake announcement then Isaac begins his speech, thanking all of us. 

      Can we just get this damn thing over with already?

      Just as he announces for everyone to join us for dinner, I look over and see Claire, shutting the hood of her trunk. She walks over to the driver’s side and gets it. I don’t even wait for him to finish; I book it. I haul ass over to her yard, running through Blakely’s yard. But, I’m too late. Just as I reach the front of the house, I see her car fading, until it’s no longer visible. 

      I drop to my knees, on the side of the house, burying my face in my hands. 

      She’s gone. 

      “Are you okay?” Blakely squats beside me. “Knox, what’s wrong?” her voice holds concern, as she places her hand on my back. 

      “Where did Claire,” I correct myself, “Ms. Hyland go?”

      “She moved out. Why? What’s going on?” She drops her head to get a look at my face. 

      “Any idea where she’s going?” I don’t look at her. I just stare straight ahead, trying to grasp the fact that I just let her drive out of my life for good. I should have fought harder. 

      “She didn’t say. I know she’s your art teacher, but can I ask why you are so worried about where she’s going?”

      “She wasn’t just my art teacher. She was so much more than that.” I get to my feet and start walking to my house. 

      Let people talk. Let them wonder. I don’t even care. 

      None of it matters anymore. 
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      The party is about as lit as I am, when I stagger up the yard. A bonfire blazes, and the pool is open, and some party goers are fully clothed, some wearing bathing suits, and some wearing nothing at all. 

      “Are you sure you’re good?” Blakely lets go of my arm, freeing me. 

      It’s Axel’s eighteenth birthday party. Shit is about to go down.

      “I told you guys, I’m fine. Go home and make a baby or something.” I jerk myself away. I can already tell how this night is going to end. I plan on getting shitfaced and passing out, maybe even in my own vomit. 

      I walk up, and the first thing I notice is Kip and Taya snuggled up on a porch swing, about ten feet from the fire. 

      “Get a fucking room,” I snap, stumbling over my own two feet. Axel is at my side in a flash, throwing his arm out and catching me, before I go face first into the fire. 

      “Damn, Knox. I’d say what took you so long, but I think I’ve got it figured out. Tapping into step-daddy’s liquor again?” 

      I pull a bottle of something from the front pocket of my hoodie. I hold it up, as I try to read what it says. “What is this?” 

      “That’s whiskey, my friend, and if you drank all of that on your own, you’re about five minutes from a coma.” 

      “Nah, it was already opened when I snatched it up.” I unscrew the top and tip it back, taking in every last drop. Enjoying the burn, as it makes its way through me. I screw the top back on and give it a toss, watching as it shatters against a tree. A group of girls jump, then look over in our direction. “Oops.” 

      “Kip,” Axel shouts, “Get me a water.” He wraps his arm around my waist. “You, come with me.”

      He tries to lead me somewhere, and I assume it’s to murder me and hide my body in the woods. I know what his family does. I know his dad isn’t just a business owner. You don’t get all of this from running a dozen measly small-town businesses. Rumor has it that he’s involved in organized crime. Axel just doesn’t talk much about it. 

      “Let me go. I’m good. See.” I stand tall, straightening my back and bringing my hand around my body, up to my face and touching my finger to my nose. “See what I just did there.” 

      Kip returns with a water bottle and tries to hand it to me, but I smack it out of his hand. “I need a beer, fucker, not water.” 

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him this wasted,” Kip whispers, in his Kip-like-way, meaning it wasn’t quiet at all. 

      “Get him a beer,” Axel demands. I look at him with a scowl and feel like I should defend Kip. Axel is always bossing him around, like he’s his own personal servant. I just keep my mouth shut, I have enough problems of my own to deal with. Besides, I really need one. 

      Kip runs off like a good lad and fetches my beer. Hurrying back over to us, as it sloshes over the rim of the plastic cup. 

      “Thank you, Kip. Such a good friend you are.” I suck the foam off the top and take a big gulp. 

      “So, it looks like I’m single. Not that I ever wasn’t. But, it looks like it’s staying that way. Where are all these hotties you were talking about?” My eyes skim the crowd. Sure, there are some good looking girls here, but they are just that—girls. None of them hold a candle to the woman who Claire is. 

      Claire. 

      My thoughts shift to her. 

      “Over here.” Axel nods to the pool. We walk through the gated entry, and he helps me down on a lounge chair. 

      I kick my legs out in front of me, and Axel hands me my cup of beer. Bodies stagger around the poolside. Cups float in the highly chlorinated water. The strong smell mixes with the breeze of smoke from the fire that blows in our direction. The more I focus on it; the more my stomach turns.

      “Spill it, what happened?” Axel slouches down beside me. 

      “Just having a good time.” I rest my head back and close my eyes, enjoying the darkness. 

      “You never get like this. Something happened. Was it the rehearsal? Ms. Hyland?”

      I keep my eyes shut tightly, remembering the dark storage room I took her in, just twenty-four hours ago. Things sure went to hell fast. “She’s gone.” 

      “What do you mean she’s gone? Gone where?”

      “No fucking idea. She packed up her house and left. I went inside once she was gone, and the place was emptied of all her stuff. Just a resignation letter left behind.” My eyes shoot open, and I push myself up. “She didn’t even have the decency to say goodbye. After all we’ve been through, that’s what I get.” I shake my head then slam the contents of the cup. 

      “So what do you plan to do about it.” He slaps my leg. “Are you just gonna let her go?” 

      “What choice do I have? I don’t know a damn thing about her.” 

      “Bro, you are a lot of things...a shitty drunk, a pain in the ass, and a pushover, but what you are not is a quitter.”

      Claire is worth fighting for, but I wouldn’t even know where to start. Besides, she may not want to be found. 

      “I think I’m throwing in the towel on this one.” I toss my cup at the pool, but it’s about five feet short, and it hits my foot. 

      “Hell no, you’re not.” He grabs a chair and pulls it over, taking a seat. “Alright, tell me what you do know. Where is she from? Where does her family live?” 

      “Fuck. I don’t know any of that. She didn’t open up much.” 

      “She lived in Blakely’s guesthouse. Worked at the school. How did she get that gig? You gotta start from the beginning.”

      “I wouldn’t even know where to start. Will you help me?”

      “Of course, I will. I’m Axel fucking Thorn. I’ve got connections all over the world. Under one condition, you don’t back out of this fight tomorrow. Suck up your sorrows and stick to the plan.” 

      My eyes feel like they are carrying sandbags, so I don’t even fight to open them. The sounds around me still echo in my ears, but slowly fade away—just like she did. 

      Until there is nothing left.
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      Claire

      “What the hell are you doing? Get your dirty hands off me.” I swing my arms around, unsure of where they will land or who they might land on. 

      The last thing I remember is that I was at the gas station. I pulled up to the pump to get gas, and the next thing I know, I’m waking up blindfolded with my hands tied in my lap in the back seat of a car. I know exactly who is behind this, but it’s not the voice coming from the front seat, nor the touch of the guy who keeps manhandling me every time I try to kick open the door. 

      “Just take it easy, Mrs. Rossi. We will be there soon.” That voice again. It’s familiar, but it’s not a voice from my past. 

      It’s the voice of someone from my present life. From my life as Claire Hyland. I need to hear it again. I’m so close to putting it together. 

      “Where are you taking me? To Malcolm?” I remain calm with my legs perched in front of me. Of course, they are. Why else would this person call me, Mrs. Rossi. But that voice, whoever it is, should not know that I am, in fact, Mrs. Rossi. 

      “It’s time to go home.” His voice is gruff and manly. 

      As if the lightbulb just switched on, I know exactly who it is. 

      “Zeke?” I mutter.

      He doesn’t respond. 

      “Why are you doing this? Are you working for Malcolm?” 

      Still nothing. 

      Malcolm must have found me. He must have gotten to Zeke and filled his head with all sorts of lies and deceit. Either that, or he is paying him a nice chunk of money to return me. This explains why Zeke has had a watchful eye on me lately. Why he’s been acting so strangely. First showing up at my house unannounced, then the flat tire. I still think he was behind the repairs on my car. But, why?

      I don’t bother to ask. If he is working for Malcolm, I won’t get any information from him. Everyone on his payroll is sworn to secrecy. They all fear their master. 

      We continue to drive in silence, but the thoughts in my head are screaming. 

      Someone will find my car. Someone will search for me. 

      Knox will search for me.

      I just have to decide if I want to be found.
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      An hour later and an empty stomach, the car comes to a stop. I tried to note each turn, but there was nothing familiar about this drive. 

      I can feel the weight shift on the backseat and the door opens. Two doors close simultaneously. After a brief moment of silence, the back door opens again, and I feel the clutch of a strong hand around my arm, dragging me out. My feet hit the pavement, but all I can see is the dark cloth in front of my eyes. 

      “Well done, gentlemen. I’ll take it from here.” 

      Malcolm.

      “You mother fucker,” I spit—literally, hoping that I hit him somewhere, preferably, in his waxed oxfords, but I’d be okay with a shot to the face. 

      “My pleasant wife, how I’ve missed you.” His cold hands grip my face, and he plants a kiss right on my lips. I spit again; this time, I know I got him. 

      “Take this damn wrap off my head.” I move my tied hands up and attempt to push it off to no avail. “I want you to be able to look in my eyes, so you can see the hatred radiate from them.”

      “I know that look. I won’t lie, Sweetness. I’ve missed it.” His hand reaches to the back of my head, and the blindfold falls to the ground. 

      The grin on his face disgusts me. He’s so pleased with himself, and it sickens me. 

      “I see you haven’t changed much,” I lean closer, “still as ugly as the day I left.” It’s a lie, really. Malcolm is a strikingly handsome man. Every inch of him is primed to perfection, but I’ve seen his venomous heart, and his looks just don’t do it for me anymore. I am no longer under his spell. 

      “You’ve always been a heinous bitch. Such a little rebel. Never following the rules, always trying to break them. It’s the reason I fell in love with you.” He grabs my knotted wrists. “Come. You need to eat.” 

      “Love,” I laugh, “you are incapable of loving anyone but yourself.” 

      “That may be true, but we are one. You are a part of me. Shall I remind you of our wedding vows?” 

      “No. I’ll vomit profusely, if you even mention that day again.” We walk up a large cemented stairwell that leads to two wooden doors. “Where the hell are we?” 

      “Your temporary home. Until I can trust you again, this is where we will be staying. There is no use in trying to escape. I have guards covering every inch of this desert property.” He stops abruptly mid-step and adds, “and don’t even think for a minute that Jorge will save you. He’s done.” 

      My heart drops. I gasp for a breath, swallowing down the lump in my throat. “Whaa...what are you talking about?” I crack, searching for the words. “What have you done?” 

      “You should have known better. You know how I feel about traitors.” He continues to pull me up the steps, causing me to trip. He doesn’t even attempt to stop. He continues to walk, dragging me like a disobedient puppy. 

      I give him a jerk, not even caring if we both fall down this forty staired flight. “I hate you.” I grit through my teeth. I swing my arms from his hold, lifting and dropping them onto his head and swinging into the side of his face, anywhere they will land that could potentially cause him pain. I come undone. “I despise you. I should kill you right now, you sorry son of a bitch.” I drop down on my knees, as we reach the top of the steps. I buckle, my face in my tied hands. I look up and see him unaffected. A blank expression that says he doesn’t feel any remorse or displeasure in what he has done. 

      “There will always be that thin line.” He tsks. “Deal with it. Now get your ass in the house, before I carry you in.” 

      My mind flashes back.

      “Do you hate me for what I've done to you—to us?” I cried, pleading for any sign that he still loved me. I need his love like I need air; I can’t survive without it. 

      “There is such a thin line between love and hate. My feelings for you are unchanged, but because of what you’ve done, we will marry. There is no other way.” 

      “You want me to be your wife?” I cried, engulfed in happiness.

      “There is also a thin line between want and need.”

      The sizable door opens for us automatically and we are greeted by a bald gentleman in a butler suit. “G’day, Sir and Madam Rossi.” 

      He pays no attention to the fact that I am leashed and being led by the ropes around my wrists. Ropes that have tightened immensely from my constant battle with them.

      I’m led down a long corridor and around a corner, where Malcolm kicks open a door. He tosses me inside, and the door slams shut, with him on the other side. 

      “You have got to be kidding me?” I scoff, “Untie me, dammit.” I kick at the closed and locked door repeatedly. 

      After wearing myself out, mentally and emotionally, I surrender. 

      I look around the room, four bare walls closing in on me. No windows, no wall hangings. Just a twin-sized bed up against a wall and a double-sided armoire in the corner. I walk over to the bed and drop down onto it. Using my teeth, I begin tugging at the knot in the rope. I’m able to bend my wrist at just the right angle to dig my fingers into the small space. I work them over and over again, until I start to feel the knot loosen. 

      I spend what feels like hours, trying to free myself, but give up in defeat, when I hear rustling at the door. 

      It opens quickly, and that rage resumes. 

      “You!” I charge at him full speed, with fire in my eyes.
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      Knox

      I smack my dry lips together and open my eyes, blinded by the sun that beats down on me. Pushing myself up, I notice the trashed yard. Clothes are thrown around the pool, as if there was a nude riot taking place here last night. I wonder if I was awake to see it. If I was, I don’t remember a damn thing. In fact, I don’t even remember coming here. 

      “What the hell happened last night?” I blink my eyes a few times, adjusting them. Axel stands over me with a bottle of water, that I all but tear from his hands. I twist the top off and tip it back, taking every last drop, while he talks. 

      “You were tore the fuck up.” He laughs, which is good, because laughter proves that I didn’t do anything too ridiculous. I’m still in one piece, which means I must not have pissed anyone off enough to the point of no return. 

      “I don’t remember anything.” I touch my fingers to my face and shriek. “Shit man, what time is it? How long have I been roasting in the sun?” I drop back into the lounge chair, with my legs hanging on each side. 

      “It’s noon. While you’ve been out here working on your tan, I’ve been making do on the promise I made you last night.” 

      “Promise?” I shoot up. 

      “Right. You wouldn’t remember. I promised I’d help you track down old teach.” His hand meets the side of my leg. “Now get your ass up, I think I’ve got something.” 

      My feet hit the cement so fast. “Seriously? You think you know where she is?” 

      “I didn’t say that, but I might know someone who does.” 

      I follow Axel through the gate, still feeling as dehydrated as a ten year old raisin. It feels like the blood in my head is crashing waves into my skull.

      “What’s next?” I ask, as we walk up the large brick patio that leads to French doors. 

      “We need to contact a man named Jorge Dimeria. I’ve been having a hell of a time finding anything on this guy, but I might know someone who can help.” 

      “Who the fuck is Jorge Dimeria?” 

      “He’s the guy who contacted Blakely about the teaching job. That’s when she offered the guesthouse to Ms. Hyland.” 

      “Alright, slow down. Start from the beginning.” I grab his shoulder, stopping him in his tracks. 

      I can’t even think straight right now. I have no idea what he’s talking about. 

      “I started at the beginning. The only person we know who has any connection to her is Blakely. She gave me this guy's name and number, but it goes straight to an automated voicemail.”

      “Did you leave a message?” 

      “No, I didn’t leave a message. Messages are trails, and I never leave trails.”

      “Well so-rr-y, Mr. PI.”

      “Go sit in the sauna for ten minutes then take a shower. You fucking stink like sweaty balls and stale beer.” 

      I don’t even have the energy to search for a snappy comeback. I just agree with him and head toward the basement, where the indoor sauna and one of the guest bathrooms are. 

      “Wait,” I turn from the open door, “you said you know someone who can help? Who is it?”

      “Anderson Thorn, who else?” 

      “You told your dad?” I spit. “What the hell were you thinking?” 

      “I was thinking that I made a promise to my best friend and that my dad has the ability to hunt down anyone, dead or alive. If Elvis’s body is ever found—my dad.” He points at himself. “Now hurry up, we need to get this done, so you can get some time in with Shane, before your big fight tonight.” 

      He’s right. His dad is a powerful man and has the connections to track down this Jorge guy. 

      I’m just not so sure I want to find out how Jorge is connected to Claire and what part he plays in her life. 
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      After holding my mouth open under the cool running water of the shower for a good fifteen minutes, I’m finally feeling slightly replenished. 

      I throw on my dirty clothes and head upstairs. I’ll shower again when I get home and put on something a little less liquor stained. 

      Searching the rooms high and low, the only person I find is the maid. I know this house like the back of my hand, all seventeen rooms of it. The only rooms I haven’t checked are upstairs. Growing up, this part of the house was always off limits to us. Axel and I would try to sneak up, but never had any luck with the locked doors. Now that Axel is older, his dad has been allowing him to slowly learn about his business. Not that he cares much. Axel doesn’t want anything to do with the work his dad partakes in. Whether it’s his small businesses or the ones that he’s sworn Axel to secrecy over. One day, he plans to tell his dad that this isn’t his dream, I just hope he does it before he’s sucked so far in that he can’t get out. 

      I walk up to the open door of the study and see Mr. Thorn sitting behind the wall-sized desk. Axel is in the chair in front with his foot on his knee. 

      “Good afternoon , Knox.” Mr. Thorn waves me in. 

      “Good afternoon, Sir.” I tuck my hands into my pockets and walk inside. A large picturesque window, overlooking the open desert, covers the entire back wall. 

      “Axel was just filling me in a little bit on the search for your friend. As I was filling him in on some news.” He points to an empty chair, “take a seat.” 

      He continues, “I’m not sure if you’re aware, but this teacher you are looking for, her car was found abandoned at the gas station, east of town last night. All her belongings are still inside.” 

      My jaw drops, eyebrows shooting straight to my forehead. “What?” I say, stunned—stupefied.

      Axel looks at me and nods in agreement of what his dad just said. “It’s true. Her car was towed down to Joe’s garage. Dad was telling me that her phone was in there, too.” 

      “We have to find her.” I rise to my feet, tracing my fingers around my mouth. “Something isn’t right here.” 

      Mr. Thorn follows suit and walks over to me, placing a comforting hand on my shoulder. “Knox, we will find her.” 

      I close my eyes, nodding through the thoughts in my head. “Ok, where do we start?” 

      He returns to his desk. “I have a dozen men running a search on this Jorge fella. As of right now, we’ve hit a roadblock with Claire Hyland. Her only known address is here in Redwood. No family, no work history. It’s like she was born the day she walked into this town.”

      Axel joins my side. “Come on. Dad will figure this out. We have other business to take care of.” 

      I look to Mr. Thorn. “You’ll let us know what you find out?” I question, pleading for something, anything that will lead us to her. 

      “Absolutely.” 

      Axel guides me out of the study and into the hall. “Use this anger in the cage tonight.” 

      “Are you serious, right now?” I jerk my arm away from him and run my tongue over my lip. “I’m not fighting tonight. I don’t give a fuck about your contract or our deal.” 

      He takes a deep breath, holding back his displeasure. He knows this is not the time for his bullshit. “Knox,” he grits, through his clenched teeth, “you can’t do this to me.”

      His selfishness is astounding. 

      “There is nothing we can do right now. Let my dad do his thing. He’ll let us know once he finds something.” He walks past me and heads for the stairs then turns around after his first step. “Oh, and if you back out of our deal, then I back out of mine. I’ll call this whole search off.” 

      I want to grab him and shake some sense into him. Force him to feel something normal for a change, but it’s pointless. Axel Thorn doesn’t feel like a normal human being—not anymore.
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      Claire

      Zeke walks over with slow and confident steps. My eyes fixated on his hand that reaches into his pocket. He whips out a knife, and for a moment, fear washes over me. 

      “Lift your arms,” he orders.

      I do as I’m told. Afterall, now is not the time for me to put up a fight. My hands are tied and I’m faced with a man who’s holding a knife just inches from my body. 

      He grabs my wrists, holding them in place, and sticks the knife in the free space between the rope and my hands, lifting up in a quick motion.

      My fingers hover over my rug burned skin. “How do you know him?” 

      I want to ask about Jorge. I need to know that he is alive, but I can’t start there. 

      “Cook will bring you food and water soon. Hang tight, Mrs. Rossi.” He begins to walk away. 

      Like hell he is. I jump from the bed and onto his back, tightening my grip around his neck. If he knows I’m Mrs. Rossi, then he should also know better than to walk away with his back to me, when I want something. 

      His body swings fiercely back and forth, as he tries to free my leech like hold on him. I open my mouth and bring it to his neck, digging my teeth into his flesh and clamping down, until the taste of blood fills my mouth. Unphased, I hold my place as my fingernails burrow into the skin of his face. “Tell me what you know,” I hiss through clenched teeth.  

      One of the perks of being married to a man like Malcolm are the self-defense techniques you learn. Not only physically, but mentally. I was trained by the master manipulator himself, along with the jitsu trainer that he hired to come to the house once a week. In order to defend yourself, you need to have guts. That is one thing I certainly do not lack.  Little did Malcolm know, he was training me for his own demise.

      When he doesn’t respond, I bite harder. Feeling his sticky blood run down my chin. He continues to squall and shake my hold, to no avail. 

      I stretch my hand down, barely hanging on and losing my bite on his neck. I reach in his pocket and pull out his knife. With one click, I pop it open and place it in front of his neck. This stops his movements quickly. “One wrong move, and I will slice you. Now talk.” 

      “What do you want to know?” His mouth moves, but his body is frozen. 

      “Everything. Start with Jorge, where is he?” 

      When he doesn’t respond, I press the blade into his skin. Not breaking the surface but letting him know that he better talk right now. 

      “Jorge fled. He’s safe.” 

      Oh, thank God. 

      I continue to ask question after question, getting all the details that I need, while I’m in the position to get them. 

      “How do you know Malcolm?”

      When he doesn’t speak, I prick a thin layer of his skin.

      “Fine. Stop it, damn. I’ve known Malcolm for years. We run the same cartel, Malcolm, the leader and me, the sheep, a worker beneath him.”

      “How did you find me?”

      “You were never missing. Malcolm knew your whereabouts, as soon as you got into town. The only person you were fooling was yourself.” 

      “How did he know? You?”

      “It took a little bit to put two and two together. Once Malcolm notified all of his allies about his missing wife, it wasn’t difficult to figure it out. I contacted him, and he paid me a pretty penny to look after you.”

      “You mean to stalk me, slash my tires, and show up at my house unannounced.”

      “The tire thing was a ploy. I saw Knox in your house that day I showed up. From that day on, I suspected you and Knox had a little fling happening, I needed proof. I got it, when he showed up to rescue you.” 

      “My car, who fixed it?”

      “That was Malcolm, said you needed it. You know how he is, always taking care of his ladies.” 

      I squeeze the knife tighter at the notion that Malcolm thinks his gesture was taking care of me, that anything he does has been for my own good. I refrain from digging it into his skin in out of sheer hatred for them both. 

      “How did he find out about Jorge?” 

      “He knew Jorge was helping you, as soon as he heard where you were. Me being in Redwood was no coincidence. We all have ties there. Your presence was really putting a damper on my business, and I wanted you out, as soon as I knew you were Malcom’s missing wife.”

      “Wait a minute, what ties? What business did you have there? You’re just a school teacher.” 

      His laugh infuriates me, so I bend the knife up and nick his chin, or at least I think it was a nick. I can’t see what’s in front of me, so he may need stitches after that one. 

      “Fuck, lady.” He fights again and is able to swing me off from him. But, I gain the upper hand and have him on his knees in seconds with my arms around his neck and the knife pressed back in place against his vocal cords.

      “Talk, dammit.” 

      “I came to Redwood last summer. Malcolm and I have a mutual adversary there. My life there was a decoy to get information.” He chokes the words out. 

      “On who?”

      “I can’t tell you that. Please, Claire. He’ll kill me.” 

      “Who would you rather do the job, me or Malcolm? Because If you know anything about me, you know what I’m capable of. I’ll feel no remorse, taking your life, right here and now.” 

      “Anderson Thorn.” 

      Fuck. I take a deep breath. I close my eyes for a moment. Axel and Knox are smack dab in the middle of this mess.

      “You hate the guy because he’s your deceased wife's ex-husband. You got her money, what the hell more could you want?”

      “I don’t want or need money. Robin was an innocent bystander. Our marriage was another ploy to get the information I needed. Access to accounts, computers, and anything else to help me destroy Anderson.” His voice grows louder. “He botched three of our shipments. He’s been after me, Malcolm, and some others for years. And you,” he twists his head around, “you ruined everything when I was this close.” He pinches his finger and thumb together. “Now I’ve been ordered to end my stay there.”

      “Turn around.” I knee him in the back, until he’s facing the door again.

      “If Malcolm knew where I was and knew Jorge was helping me, then why didn’t he kill him and take me back?”

      “He kept him around for a reason. He knew you’d be in contact, that way, he could keep tabs on you. Figured he’d let you get your little escape out of your system. The minute he caught wind you were leaving Redwood, he sent me to confiscate you.”

      Zeke goes on to tell me that this domino effect all started when Jorge attended a charity gala in my honor. That’s when he met Blakely. That’s how he learned of the position available, and that's how I was put up in the guesthouse. Blakely was a donor at the gala; Malcolm was the top beneficiary, matching Zeke’s donation. I didn’t even know where the event was, never even asked. Malcolm allowed me to take part in these events because he knew I was passionate about cancer research. However, his agreement was always that we attend together. 

      I release my grip slowly on the knife, still holding it to protect myself. I pull his keys from his pocket then creep backward to the door, slowly, with my eyes on his still body, standing there with fear in his eyes. I’m not the one he needs to fear anymore. He will pay for opening his mouth, and I won’t feel a bit of guilt when it happens—not after everything he has done. 

      I stop at the open door, when Zeke begins talking. 

      “Just a heads up, since I’ve already drowned myself and my life is over at this point. Your boyfriend is more involved in this than what you think. Malcolm has a plan that will destroy him and his buddy, Axel. 

      I pull the door closed and click the lock. I want to drop and break down right here and now, but I can’t. I have to get to Knox before Malcolm does. I have to stay strong. He will not win. 

      I bolt down the hall, when I hear voices coming in my directions. Pressing myself up against the wall in a corner, I wait until they fade. Once a door slams shut, I book it. Unsure where I am going, but anywhere that gets me the hell out of here. 

      After a few wrong turns, I see the gentleman who greeted us when we walked in hours ago. I look past him and see the door. Not even caring if he sees me, I run toward him in my bare feet. 

      “Madam Rossi, shouldn’t you—” 

      I pull the door open and run out, not even closing it behind me. 

      I’m free. 

      At least I thought I was. Looking around the property, I’m more trapped than ever. I have no idea where I am. 

      I haul ass and run and run and run. 

      There is nothing but open desert and the house that looks like a speck in the distance behind me. I can tell we are still in Arizona, but that doesn’t help me one bit. 

      Dizziness comes over me suddenly. I feel weak and dehydrated; hunger eats away at my stomach. 

      I fall to my knees and break down. I scream at the top of my lungs, not giving a damn who might hear me. It feels so good to get it out. My sounds echo around me. I lift my head and see a glimmer of a reflection, bouncing off from something about 100 yards away. 

      I get to my feet and keep walking toward it.  A callbox sits on a metal post. I don’t bother pressing any buttons, I know immediately that it goes to the house, either that or to Malcolm’s direct line. 

      I keep walking, trying to gain strength, but the more I walk, the weaker I get. My lips are dry and cracked, likely bleeding at this point. I try not to swallow because the coarseness in my throat is unbearably painful. 

      A long while later, unsure how long, I’m met with a large metal gate. On the other side of the gate is a dirt road. Hope suddenly replenishes me. I just need to get to the other side, then I can flag someone down. I try to climb, but it’s impossible. 

      I walk up and down, looking for an opening. 

      Then I give up. 

      I sit down on the dry grass and wait, hoping someone drives by, before I lose consciousness. 

      When I can no longer hold my head up, I rest it on the prickly landscape. 

      My thoughts drift to him. 

      If what Zeke said is true, Knox is in big trouble.
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      Knox

      Shane gives me a pep talk in the locker room, while Axel continues preparing for tonight’s events. I don’t even hear anything he’s saying. His words are drowned out by the thoughts in my head. 

      At this point, all I know is that Claire was living under an assumed name. Mr. Thorn knows much more than he’s letting on, but says he’s still looking, and when he knows anything, he will be in touch. 

      I feel like I should be doing more—-more than sitting in this room listening to Shane talk to me about unsportsmanlike conduct and grappling. 

      The locker room door opens with a screech when Axel walks in. Following him is a man in a suit. A man whose wealth is highly apparent. His gaze is on me, as he walks toward me with self-assurance.

      “Nick Rooney.” He extends his hand to me. 

      I give him a lazy sweep, not liking the dominant vibe he’s putting off. “Knox.” I lift my chin and shake his head. His grip is firm, before he drops it in an instant. 

      “Nick is the new partner I told you about,” Axel interjects, trying to cut the tension. 

      For some reason, this guy’s eyes are locked and loaded on me, and it’s making me feel uneasy. I stand up from the bench and walk past him. 

      “I’m excited to see what you’ve got tonight.” Nick follows behind me. “You’ve got quite the competition, but if you’re as smooth in a fight as you are with the ladies, you’ll have no problem at all.” He claps my shoulder, before exiting through the door he used to enter the room. 

      I swing around to Knox and Shane. “Who the hell is that guy?” My thumb shoots over my shoulder. 

      “We’ll talk about it later.” Axel trudges toward me. “It’s showtime, baby.” He turns me around and walks to the door, and I follow behind him. “Things are being done a little different now, thanks to my generous new partner.”

      We walk into the hall and through the faculty and fighter only door that leads to the arena. 

      “Fuck me hard,” I mutter. 

      The place is packed body to body. A new timer hangs high on the back wall, a banner streams  from the center of one wall that read Fight Night, and a neon sign that says Main Feature: Stefan vs. Knox is placed on the north side of the cage.

      Shane comes up behind me. “You’ve got this. You’ve been working your ass off, and you have just as much of a shot at winning than any of the other fighters.”

      He’s right. I have been working my ass off. Day after day, through sweat and tears. I haven’t enjoyed one bit of it—until now. 

      Something about being out here right now pumps me up. An adrenaline rush kicks in, and I’m ready to tear someone up. 

      “Let’s do this.” 

      “Ladies and gentleman, welcome to your main event. Fighting from the left corner, coming in at 195 pounds, Knox, the Fox.”

      If I win this fight, I’m killing Axel. Knox, the Fox? What the hell? Sounds more like a stripper name. I don’t even care; I jog up to the cage, waving my hands in the air and take my corner. Shane wraps my hands, as Axel announces my opponent. 

      “In the right corner, coming in at 205 pounds, Give it up for Stefan, the Slayer.”

      At this point, I can’t even think. I’m energized and ready to do this. Shane gives me a smack on the ass, gearing me up even more. 

      “Fighters ready?” 

      A girl I’ve never seen before walks around the ring with the first round sign. The crowd hoots and hollers. 

      Once she’s down, we meet in the middle. My opponent’s eyes are fixed on mine. His frame is about the same size as mine, but the look in his eyes is sinister—fearless and provoked. 

      “Fight.”

      The referee drops his arm with his whistle in his mouth. 

      Stefan wastes no time coming at me. 

      “Slayer takes a feeble swing at Fox. Annnd, he misses.”

      I dodge his first throw and bounce to the side, leveling my feet in a downward slouch. I tuck my arm and throw an uppercut, missing my shot and taking a blow to the left side of my cheek, instead. 

      I’m too stunned to do anything but dodge the other punches being thrown at me in quick succession. I take a couple hits and finally land one on the side of his head. Hoping I stunned him a bit, but it did nothing but give him the motivation to come at me full force. 

      A jab straight to my nose sends blood running into my mouth. I spit to the side and clinch onto him, to avoid any other shots, until I can get ahold of myself. 

      It doesn’t work to my advantage, though, because I’m swung around and my back is slammed down, forcefully, against the mat. 

      I hold my fists in front of my face, attempting to block the hits, but a few slip through. 

      “Oh man, Knox is taking some blows,” Axel shrieks.

      The whistle sounds, and relief washes over me. 

      I steady myself on my feet and walk over to Shane, feeling pretty out of it. The sound of the crowd chanting rings in my ears.

      “You good?” Shane asks, as he rubs some salve on my open wounds. 

      I blink a few times and nod my head. “Yeah, I’m good.”

      “You gotta bob when those punches come.” He grabs a bottle of water and tips my head back, squirting it down my throat and as the water hits my face, it snaps me out of my slumber. 

      Another girl makes her round, and we are back in the middle of the mat. 

      As soon as the whistle blows, I start swinging. I land a couple good shots, but like a bull seeing red, he’s out for blood. 

      The next thing I know he’s lunging at me, a direct hook straight to the jaw. He pivots then swings around and lands another one. The popping sound of knuckles meeting bone bounces off the bars of the metal cage. 

      The crowd gasps. 

      Another blow to the rib cage sends me down to the mat. Bending over my body, as I try and shield myself, yet again, he takes every opportunity he can to pound away at my flesh. 

      “Shit,” Axel yells into the mic, “get up, man.” 

      I hear the sound of the whistle, and my eyes make out the blurred outline of the ref, swinging his arms to stop my opponent, but he’s unstoppable. 

      A sharp sting in the head leaves me feeling like this may be the end. I can feel the warmth of the blood running down my face. 

      “Stop him, dammit,” Axel screams. 

      The crowd is going crazy. 

      My eyes close, seeing only darkness, I feel the weight of his body leave mine. 

      I feel relief, although I can barely breathe, feeling like I’m choking on my own blood. I turn to the side and begin vomiting—at least I think it’s vomit, maybe it’s blood. 

      Just when I think it can’t get any worse, a foot aggressively meets my rib cage. 

      I can hear the sound of the microphone drop, before everything goes black.
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      Claire

      I blink my eyes a few times, hoping that I’m waking up from the nightmare of the last twenty-four hours. 

      I’m in a car!

      My entire body jumps up on its own free will, as if it automatically shifts to defense mode, because I’ve trained myself to react that way. 

      “It’s ok.” A hand reaches into the backseat and sweeps my leg in an attempt to calm me. 

      “Jorge?” I lean forward to get a look, even though I’d know that voice anywhere. “Oh my God, Jorge!” I all but jump into his lap, throwing my arms around his neck, causing him to swerve the car. I don’t even care. I plant a dozen kisses on the top of his head, before dizziness hits me. 

      “Easy girl,” he hands me a strawed cup, “drink this.” 

      I grab the bottle, quickly, as if my life depended on this drink. I drop back into the backseat and wrap my dry lips around the straw, closing my eyes as I savor every swallow. I don’t stop until the water is gone. 

      “How did you find me?” I toss the empty cup on the floorboard and climb into the front seat. 

      “I might just be a bodyguard, but my investigative skills have gotten pretty damn good, after working for that asshole.”

      I turn to face him, tucking one leg under the other. “You could have been killed. You shouldn’t have come back.” 

      “I promised to always protect you, and I make good on my promises.” His lips curl up. His gentle approach and soft spoken words always calm me and reassure me. Countless nights over the years have been spent holding on to the words he spoke, just to give me a glimmer of hope. 

      “Jorge,” I draw in a breath, “Zeke told me that Malcolm is planning on doing something to Knox. I have to get to him.” 

      His head begins to shake no mid-sentence. “You can’t go back.” 

      “I have to, you don’t understand.”

      The car suddenly swerves to the side of the dirt road, coming to a complete stop. Jorge turns to me, “Claire, I’m pretty sure Malcolm is in Redwood as we speak. If you go back, he will take you, and I fear you will never get away, if that happens. You got lucky this time—next time, he will throw out the big guns, and it won’t be pretty.” 

      I can feel whatever contents are left in my stomach travel up my throat, but I swallow it down. A battle between breaking down in tears and screaming again overcomes me. Knox is so innocent in this; he doesn’t deserve the wrath of Malcolm. 

      “I don’t care,” I deadpan, “if I have to be his prisoner for the rest of my life to save Knox, I’ll gladly accept the role.” 

      Jorge goes silent for a minute, tapping the steering wheel, deep in thought. Then he pulls his phone down from the dash stand it sits on. 

      “What are you doing?” 

      “I think I know someone who can help.” 

      I sit back and listen. Biting my fingernails, which I rarely do. I chew one down to the skin. My nerves are shot and my anxiety is at an all-time high. 

      “Good evening, Ms. Porter.” 

      My body jerks up, and I lean closer to listen. 

      “I want to thank you again for all your help, but I need to ask another favor,” he continues, “a friend of yours might be in some trouble. I’m heading in that direction, but it will be a good hour before I make it to Redwood.” He looks at me. 

      “Friend? What friend?” I hear her voice come through the phone. 

      “Knox umm..” 

      “Burton.” I spit out. “Knox Burton.”

      She must have heard my voice. 

      “Is that Claire? And, what’s going on with Knox?” Her voice is panicked. 

      “It’s a long story. Do you have any idea where he might be right now?” 

      “Yes, I know exactly where he is. His friend, Axel’s, little fight club. Now, tell me what the hell is going on.” 

      Jorge pulls the car to the side of the road and continues to drive in the same direction we were heading. Getting tired of the small talk, I snatch the phone from his hand. 

      “Hey.” Jorge tries to grab it back, but I press myself against the passenger door, so he can’t reach it, while keeping his other hand on the steering wheel. 

      “Where is this club?” I speak into the phone. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I can hear the sirens as soon as we get into town. They are coming from every direction. Loud, blustering, and numbing. 

      As soon as the car comes to a stop in front of the old building, I jump out. Five stories of darkened windows in front of me. Flashing lights. Students, who I recognize, fleeing in a fury of panic. 

      I catch Blakely rushing toward me. “Claire,” she gasps, pulling me in for a hug, “it’s not good.”

      “No. Oh God no.” My chin trembles, as I slump down, falling into her arms. “Is he—?” I can’t even say the word. 

      “No, he’s alive, but he’s been beaten pretty badly. He’s on his way to the hospital. I was just getting ready to go there. Do you need a ride?” 

      I straighten myself up, narrowing my eyes with a clenched jaw. “No,” my head shakes, “I have something I need to do first.”

      Without even noticing his presence until I’m walking away from it, Jorge follows behind me. He doesn’t even try to stop me, as I zero in on the man who has caught my attention. 

      A menacing smile grows on my face, as I approach him with slow, yet eager strides. I ignore the fact that I look like a dried-up cactus walking toward him. My hair looks like stray strands of tumbleweed, my clothes are battered and stained, and my skin is chapped. 

      Fear, a thing of the past. Now, he is the one who needs to fear me. Once he’s within reach, I charge at him full speed. “You no good piece of shit,” I scream, as my fists pound into his chest, “I hate you.” 

      He stands there taking it all, laughing, not giving a care about the people who stand, idly by, watching us. He made this mess, all of this. The sirens, the lights, the people in dismay, he did this; yet, he has not a care in the world. 

      “You think you’re untouchable, unbreakable? I will destroy you, Malcolm Rossi,” I grit through my teeth, nose to nose with him. 

      “I don’t know why you are so upset with me, sweetness. You did this.” His face is blank, and his voice so calm and collected. 

      “I didn’t do this,” I huff, giving him a shove and pushing myself away from him. “Why would you say that?” 

      His head cocks to the side and presses his lips into a thin line. “You set this all in motion. If you would have never left me, your boyfriend would be living his best life right now. You just had to take that little freedom trip, didn’t you?” He places his hands on my shoulders and leans in closely. “How was it? Any regrets?”

      “Just one,” I clench my dry mouth, “that I didn’t kill you first.” 

      He releases a prolonged breath, followed by more ominous laughter. His mouth ghosts my ear, sickening me, as his exhaled air hits my skin, “I wouldn’t put it past you, after all, you’ve killed before.” He takes a step back. “Should I remind you of that night?” 

      “I remember that night very clearly. How can I forget? It’s the night you forced me into being your wife.” 

      “For your own good. I did it to protect you. Don’t you see, everything I do is to protect you.” 

      “You set me up.” I stick my finger in front of his face. “You knew exactly what that man planned to do to me, and you knew that I wouldn’t take it lying down.” 

      “Pish posh, I don’t have time for this right now. I have other matters to attend to.” He grabs me by the arm. “We’re going home.” 

      “Like hell, I’m going anywhere with you.” I jerk away, swinging my arm back around and slapping the side of his face with the back of my hand.

      He speaks through his clenched white teeth, “get in the fucking car.” 

      Jorge steps in between us. “Hands off the lady.” 

      “You sir, have a death wish. Just wait. This isn’t over.” Malcolm looks from Jorge to me. “I will be back, and you will come home, then you will never leave again.” He backs up slowly, before turning and walking away, as his men follow. 

      Two hands wrap around the back of my arms. “Get your hands off me.” I try to shake free, knowing that it’s one of his men trying to capture me again. Right here in the public eye, it is his style after all. 

      “It’s ok, Ms. Hyland. It’s me, Axel.” 

      I spin around. “Axel,” I gasp, “how is he?” 

      I know that everyone is about to question my concern for Knox, but I don’t even care. I left my job, I plan to leave this town, where they will all be far away from my mess; I just have to be sure Knox is ok first. 

      “He’s got some broken ribs and a concussion, a few stitches and staples. He’ll be fine.” Axel nods in contentment. 

      I breathe a sigh of relief. “Can I see him?” 

      He nods his head away from the center of the crowd, where a guy is being pushed into a police car. Someone I’ve seen before. “Who is that?” My neck twists, as I watch him, his eyes finding mine. Fear washes over him, and he turns away quickly.

      “That’s the guy who beat up Knox.” 

      “I know him from somewhere, and it's not from Redwood.” 

      “We need to talk, and you need to tell me everything.” Axel picks up his pace, so I follow him, Jorge following me. It reminds me of old times, he’s always there, but doesn’t make a sound.
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      Claire

      “You’re telling me that you think I need to go back and pretend to be a happy wife?” I shake my head. “No way, he will never buy it.” 

      Anderson Thorn presses his elbows to the desk. “Then you let him catch you on his own.” 

      “It’s the only way.” Axel steps in, agreeing with his dad. 

      “This is the one and only shot we have at taking this man down. The DEA has been after Malcolm for years. We might not be able to catch him in the act of one of his more serious crimes, but if we can get him behind bars, they will take care of making other charges stick.” 

      “Let’s say that I agree to this. What would I need to do?”

      “Prove that he uses the alias of Nick Rooney. Once we have that, we hand it over to the feds, and he’s arrested for running an illegal fight club, conspiracy, and being an accomplice to attempted murder. Those charges alone will give him a good ten years, but that’ll just be the beginning,” Anderson says, as shuffles through some papers on his desk, pulling one out and handing it to me. “Malcolm and his crew have been on my ass for years. These,” he taps the paper in my hand, “are the known aliases of him and some of the others that I’m aware of. Nick Rooney was added last night.” 

      I shake my head, disappointed with myself. “I should have known about all of this.” 

      “There was no way you could have. Malcolm is very secretive about his work. I’m surprised he let you in on as much as he has.” 

      “He didn’t until we married, and that’s because he knew I couldn’t testify against him.” I don’t mention the other reasons. Not only do I have information on Malcolm, but he also has some on me, too. By doing this, I am risking the possibility of him turning me in, but it's a risk I’m willing to take. What I did was in self-defense. For years, I was manipulated and fed from the hand of a monster. I don’t think there is a judge in the world who would blame me for what I had to do. 

      “Here’s the plan. Tomorrow, you go back to the house and casually act as if you are collecting your things. Don’t be obvious. Let him think you have every intention of leaving. Then, let him think he’s got you wrapped around his finger. In reality, it will be the other way around. Once you have it, text me from this phone.” Anderson pulls a black iPhone from his desk drawer and hands it to me. “Code word, stop. If by chance he sees it, he won’t suspect anything. The number to my dummy phone will be stored as Robin.”

      All of a sudden, Axel’s eyes shoot up from his phone he was nose deep in. He doesn’t say anything, but I’m sure he’s thinking the same thing I am.

      He’s still in love with her. Even after her affair—she took his heart to her grave. 

      “Ok. One night. If I don’t get what we need, then I’m out. I’ll run again, and I’ll hide where no one can find me, ever,” I say, as I tuck the phone into my purse. 

      “This is important, do not text me unless you are one-hundred percent sure that you have the proof, because that’s how I’m getting you the hell out of there. I’ll alert the authorities with your location that is tracked through the phone, and they will bring him down.” 

      “And when things go south and he figures out what I’m up to?” I lift my shoulders in question, because that is a huge possibility. Malcolm is not easily fooled. If he were, he’d would have been locked up years ago. 

      “Then you run like hell. I’ll have someone watching the house from afar. I won’t let anything happen to you.” 

      “Who will be watching? I’ll need to know who I can trust.” 

      “That would be me.” A voice comes from behind me. 

      I turn around and throw myself into his arms. “Jorge.” 

      I woke up this morning at Blakely’s house, and he was gone. I thought he left for good. 

      “Meet my new head of security,” Anderson says, as he walks over and shakes Jorge’s hand. 

      It warms my heart that Jorge has found a new place to work in a nice town, with a semi-decent man. I’m not an idiot; I know that Anderson is involved in the same organized crime circles as Malcolm, but I also know that he has a soul, and I can see a glimmer of kindness in his eyes. He’s not a threat to women, and he loves his family fiercely. 

      “One last thing before I go,” I turn around to face Axel, “I need to see him.” 

      He sucks in his bottom lip and shakes his head in disappointment. “His mom still won’t allow visitors. She’s, understandably, cautious, after what happened.” 

      “I didn’t say I want to see him. I said, I need to see him. Please find a way. I can’t do this knowing that it could all go bad, and I’d never see him again. I’m begging you.” I fold my hands in prayer. I’d drop to my knees in front of him, if that’s what it took. 

      “We will make sure you get in and see him,” Anderson chimes in. “Won’t we, Jorge?” 

      “You betcha. I’d do anything for my Claire-Bear.” He hooks an arm around my neck. For the first time in a while, I feel like I have protection.
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      Walking into the hospital, I’m flooded with emotions—the smell all too familiar. The sound of the beeping machines, ringing in my ears, like it was only yesterday. I spent countless days and nights at Mom’s bedside, before she lost her battle at home. Even when she came home, the machines followed her. 

      I still get that same eerie feeling, whenever I walk through a hospital. So many lost lives in these places, so much bad news given. 

      “You have to go alone,” Axel tells me, “the nurse will be waiting for you by his door. Room 338.” 

      I give him a nod and walk down the hallway. Eager, but my steps unhurried. I have no idea what I’m about to walk into. My heart breaks just thinking about Knox being in pain. 

      I see the nurse standing right next to the door, like Axel said she would be. Anderson was able to make a call and get me into Knox’s room, for that, I’m grateful to him. 

      “Claire?” 

      I nod. “Is he awake?”

      “He’s in and out, but he is conscious now.” She glances up and down the hall, before opening the door. Once I’m in, she closes it behind me. It’s a private room, but the curtain is drawn. I take a deep breath, before walking around it. When I do, tears instantly stream down my cheeks. Knox lays there with his eyes closed, his face covered in bandages and a white sheet draped up to his neck. An IV drip slowly drops into the tube in his arm. I look at the monitors and see that his heart rate and blood pressure are within normal limits, so he has that going for him. 

      I wanted to bring flowers, a balloon—something, but there are strict rules that those are not allowed in the ICU. 

      I walk over to his bedside and place my hand on his shoulder. “Oh, Knox. I’m so sorry.” My chin quivers, and I swallow hard, trying not to cry. 

      Opening my mouth to speak, I choke on the words. “I never meant for any of this to happen. I don’t know if you can hear me, but—” Before I can finish, his eyes flutter open. “Hey,” I mutter as he looks at me, or through me. I’m not sure if he is even aware of what's going on. 

      I sit down on the small space on the edge of bed and lean forward, pressing my lips to his battered forehead. “You’re gonna be ok. Everything is going to be ok.” 

      He doesn’t speak, and I don’t expect him to. 

      So I talk instead.

      “The first time I saw you, I thought, there is another boy who thinks he has the world in the palm of his hands. A kid who does what he wants and doesn’t give a damn about the consequences. I was a hypocrite to judge you.” I pause, looking into his damp eyes, “The truth is, I was that girl who thought she had the world in the palm of her hands, and I’m the one who didn’t give a damn about the consequences, and selfishly, I still am. I don’t give a damn what anyone thinks about us being together. We broke all the rules, but I’d break them over and over again to feel what I feel now.” 

      His hand moves slowly under the sheet, until it finds its way to me. I take it in mine, bringing it to my mouth and pressing my lips to it. “Once I saw you, once I really saw you, I saw a man. The kindest, most gentle man with a heart of gold. You once asked me to tell you about my future and what I see—I see you, Knox.” A single tear slides down my face and into our clenched hands. 

      “I have so much that I need to tell you, and I promise you that I will tell you it all. I just have to do one more thing. I’m coming back, and this time, I’m staying for good. I’ve waited my whole life for someone like you.” 

      His mouth opens, as if he’s trying to speak, but nothing comes out. “Shhh,” I tell him, “save your strength. I promise we will have plenty of days together to talk.” 

      I lay my head down on the sliver of empty space on the bed—taking in the perfect silence.
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      Claire

      I pull up to the gated entrance in my trusty old white car. I press my finger to the buzzer. “Good afternoon, Sam.” I speak loud enough so that he can hear me through the speaker. 

      “Ms. Rossi? Is that you?” 

      I don’t even answer; I just wait, until the gate is fully opened, and drive down the long-paved driveway of Wallingford Estate. The exquisite design once drew me in; now, I’d rather spend my time in a one-bedroom shack. Beverely Hills doesn’t appeal to me anymore. I’d give up diamonds and designer bags any day to be surrounded by real people, living simple lives. 

      I pull up to the circle drive, park, and get out immediately. Bert comes rushing out with his lips perched high on his cheeks sporting his big cheesy smile—he thinks I’m home to stay. 

      “Mrs. Rossi, it’s a pleasure to see you. Shall I park your—” he looks at the car in front of him, “shall I park this?” 

      “That won’t be necessary, Bert. I’m just collecting my belongings then I’ll be on my way. Thank you, though.” I tip my head graciously. All of the staff here are highly underappreciated. Malcolm and many of the other residents have treated them as if they were born to cater to their every need. I was always the exception. While I didn’t have the best manners, I’ve always treated them with respect. 

      I tuck my keys into my cross shoulder bag and walk up the stairs to the main entrance. Bert tries to get a couple steps ahead of me to open the door, but I beat him to it. 

      When I walk into the white room, something feels different. It’s always been quiet here, but it’s an eerie quiet. The sound of footsteps coming down the wooden staircase stops my heart for a second, but it resumes quickly, when I remind myself why I’m doing this. 

      You can do this. 

      “I knew you couldn’t stay away.” Malcolm makes a direct line toward me. His white shirt is only buttoned halfway and his tie hangs loosely around his neck. 

      “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m here for my things.” I nudge my shoulder against his, as I make my way past him and up the stairs. Pressing my lips into a thin line, I take a deep breath through my nose. 

      I’m not surprised in the least when he follows behind me. “Why are you really here? You would never come back to this house for materialistic belongings.” 

      “Would you believe me if I said I missed you?” I chuckle. It’s a lie. I know it, and he knows it. 

      “Not in the least.” 

      “Good.” I reach the top and round the corner, before pushing open the double doors to the master suite. Everything exactly how I left it. I wonder how many women have slept in this bed since my departure. “Where are the others?” I say, as I press the button to open up my private closet. 

      “There are no others. Everyone is gone.” 

      I spin around, “Everyone as in—?”

      “As in everyone. It’s just me and the staff.” He pulls his tie free and tosses it on the large bed that sits in against the back wall.

      “Sounds lonely.” I turn back to the closet and walk in. Remembering the time that Malcolm locked me in here because I wandered away from Jorge on Rodeo Drive. It wasn’t Jorge who I wasn’t trying to get away from; I just wanted some freedom for a bit. I was always searching for ways to get it. It drove Malcolm crazy, and I loved that. 

      Since then, I had a button installed on the inside, so that it could never happen again. That same day, I keyed the hell out of his Maserati, just for fun. Malcolm forced me to do things I wasn’t always proud of. 

      I run my fingers along the silk fabric of my favorite evening gown. Metallic, floral embroidery, a thigh-high slit that made me feel sexy and sleek. One I’ll never have to wear again. Even when I do attend galas or events in the future, I’ll never be able to afford something like this. 

      Although, the plan isn’t to leave yet. There are some valuables that I will be taking with me when I do—valuables that have no price tag or designer stamp. 

      I stretch up and pull down a large bag on the shelf above me, sending a pile of shoes crashing to the floor. 

      “Let me help you.” Malcolm crouches down and picks up a single heeled shoe. He  traces his index finger along the three-inch stem, his eyes still on the shoe as he talks. “I remember the night I bought you these.”

      I roll my eyes at his attempt to be charming, as I pull down the box of my childhood mementos. That’s Malcolm, always charmer. I will not be fooled this time. 

      “It was our first wedding anniversary. You had just recovered from the flu. I came home from my trip a day early and presented you with these shoes, white roses, and round-trip tickets to Europe.”

      I do remember that day. It was before Malcolm started showing me his true colors. I thought I was in love with him. After that trip, his possessiveness kicked in high gear. I found myself apologizing to him over the smallest things. He made me feel inferior, and I believed that I was. 

      I zip up the bag once I have everything I need inside and walk past him, as he continues to drool over the ugly shoe. I didn’t even like those shoes, that’s why they were on the back of the shelf. 

      “Wait,” he blurts out, getting to his feet  in the entryway to the closet. 

      I close my eyes and stop in my tracks. 

      He walks toward me and runs his hands down my bare arms. “I’ve missed you, Sweetness.”

      My stomach churns at the nickname he’s given me. “I’m leaving, Malcolm. My lawyer will be in touch with the divorce papers.”

      “Don’t do this to me,” he begs, coming in front of me and dropping to his knees. He takes my hands in his and begins kissing them relentlessly. “I can’t live without you.”

      I don’t even look down at him. I hold my focus on the view of the white water outside the open french doors. 

      “You have other women, you don’t need me.”

      I want to leave right now. I want to get the hell out of here and never look back. I can feel the bile rise in my throat. I gulp it down and keep my mind on the plan. 

      “There are no other women. I told you, I’ve sent them all away.” 

      “Oh yeah, and how much did you get for them?” I say with a wavering voice, finally looking at him. His eyes look remorseful, but his eyes lie. 

      “You know I don’t talk business with you. The point is, they are gone. I did it for us. You always frowned upon my work, and I’m ready and willing to give it all up for us.” 

      “Gee, Malcolm, I wonder why I frowned on it.”

      A gentle breeze flurries through the open doors, causing the white curtains to ruffle. I attempt to step away, as if I intend to walk out the door, but he stops me by bracing his hands on my shoulders.

      I push him away, abruptly, convincing myself that I can’t do this. Someone else can bring him down. I’ll run away and hide in another country if I have to. I’ll die before I let him sink his claws into me again. I’m not a suicidal person, but if I were forced to live in his chambers or even partake in a life that had me constantly looking over my shoulder, I’d eventually become one. 

      His words are empty. 

      I walk out the door and quickly down the steps, heading for the front door. Just as I reach for it, he comes racing behind me, slamming the palm of his hand to it. I could scream for help, but no one would hear me. The only people left are on his payroll. 

      Even if the girls were still here, the only one who would ever attempt to help me is Lucille. She left last year when I helped her escape. She was so fragile and kindhearted; she didn’t ask for this life. 

      None of us did. 

      “Move,” I demand.

      “Not until you hear me out.” 

      I drop my bag at my feet. ‘Fine, talk and then let me leave.” He extends a hand, but I slap it away swiftly. “Don’t touch me.” My words slither like a snake. “Don’t ever touch me.” 

      “Fine,” he pulls back, “I won’t touch you. I just want to say that I’m sorry.” 

      I roll my eyes. “What makes this apology any different from all the last?”

      “Let me prove it to you. Stay for lunch. I’ll have cook prepare your favorite Risotto.”

      I press my fingers to my temples, rubbing them in a circular motion. I can stay for lunch; hell, I could drug him and just sift through his papers until I find what I need. Or, I can gain his trust and get him to talk. Whatever I decide, it has to be done now. I have to do this for Knox. For my future with Knox. 

      Thinking of what Malcolm had done to him has me consumed with more anger than I thought possible. 

      The quick notion that I could just kill him now and be done with it all pops in my head. It’s really not a bad idea. I wouldn’t live with the guilt; although, I could face a lengthy prison sentence. Some may thank me; others may return the favor and take my life as well. 

      “Ok,” I drop my hands to my side, “one lunch.” I kick my bag to the side of the door. I’ll need that later. 
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        * * *

      

      The new housekeeper, who I have no intentions to properly meet, pulls the chair out for me at the nine foot oblong table. A sheer white tablecloth sits on top and a beautiful display of roses, white of course, is placed in the middle of the table. An uncorked bottle of Cristal Brut rests between two champagne flutes. Malcolm has yet to make an appearance, but I’m in no hurry for his company. 

      Chef makes his way out of the kitchen and places my plate in front of me. “Thank you so much.” I smile kindly, taking my napkin and folding it over my lap. Pretending that all is normal, when normal is foreign to everything about this situation. I tuck the phone that Anderson gave me deeper into my bra, making sure that the hefty shirt I’m wearing hides any evidence of it. 

      I take a sip of my water and see Malcolm walk in over the rim of my crystal glass. My eyes sweep over him lazily, as I dig into my Risotto. 

      A  kiss is pressed to my cheek, as he leans over from behind me. I cringe at the brush of his freshly shaved chin against my skin. He continues around the table and takes a seat opposite me. 

      Chef hurries to his side with his entrée, and Malcolm orders him to pop the champagne and fill our glasses. 

      “To new beginnings.” He holds his glass in cheers. I ignore his gesture and tip my glass back, drinking it all at once. 

      The disturbing look on his face has my thoughts tangled. My heart suddenly feeling faint, I realize immediately what he’s done. 

      He got to me first.
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      Knox

      When my eyes open again, she’s gone. The empty space where her warm body pressed against mine, now cold. 

      “Good Morning, sunshine,” Axel says, from the chair next to my bedside. 

      “I see Mom has taken her security measures down a notch.” I don’t even recognize the coarse voice that comes from me. 

      “Yeah, about that. It seems I wasn’t as smooth as I thought getting Claire in here last night. Your doc ratted me out. I got an earful, before she finally caved and said I could visit.” 

      “She knows about Claire?” I try to scoot myself into a sitting position, but the pain in my ribs makes it impossible.

      Axel jumps to his feet. “Lay back, I’ll tilt the bed.”

      “I’m trusting you not to crush my body,” I joke, as he presses the button on the remote moving me up slowly. “So, out with it. What’s going on? You obviously found her. Is she back for good?”

      Before last night, I wasn’t sure if I’d ever see her again. I know Axel and his dad said they’d try and find her, but I wasn’t holding onto much hope. It looks like they pulled through for me.

      “It’s all so much more complicated than any of us could have envisioned. I’ll fill you in when you get out of here. Right now, you need to focus on healing.”

      “Yeah, when’s that?” I rest my head back and close my eyes. 

      “Your mom said that if they can get you up and walking, maybe tomorrow. You’ll probably have to show that your bowels are still working first. You know how that shit goes. No pun intended.” He tosses his hands up with a grin. 

      “No jokes, my ribs can’t handle them right now.” I hold my breath, trying not to laugh. “In all seriousness, thanks for being here.” 

      “Wouldn’t be anywhere else.” He gives my leg a squeeze, and I cringe in agony, just to get a rise out of him. “You fucker.” He swats me this time. 

      “I feel so damn guilty that Mom and Isaac had to postpone the wedding. She acts like it’s no big deal, but I can tell she’s disappointed.”

      “Yeah, all of this sucks big time, but we just have to roll with the punches at this point.” 

      A soft knock at the door has Axel getting up. He moves to the side, as my nurse walks in. I watch his reaction and follow his eyes straight to her ass. Looking over at me, he waggles his eyebrows. Leave it to Axel to get a boner from my nurse, while I’m laying here with broken ribs and staples in my head. It wasn’t as bad as I thought when I woke up. I’ve never woken up in a hospital before, so my first thought was that I had some limbs amputated. Although the first thing I did was make sure my dick was still intact. I’d rather lose both legs than that big guy. I don’t have much memory of last night, but I was told, it should slowly return. I hope it never does. From what Mom said, I took quite the beating. Not only did he kick my ass, but my ego is at an all-time low. 

      I do remember Claire being here, though. I remember her touch and the words she spoke. She said she sees me in her future, and those words meant everything to me. I’ve never felt this way about a girl before. There is something about her that brings me to life, as if our souls speak to each other, without even opening our mouths. It’s a connection I cannot explain, but the best way I could try is with one word—love. 

      Axel stays back, while she checks my vitals. “How are you feeling?” she asks, as the cuff around my arm tightens. 

      “Ehh, I’ve been better.” 

      “Your pain medication is probably wearing off at this point. I’ll get some more in your IV after you eat. Are you feeling up to that?”

      “Depends. Is there a nice juicy burger on the menu?”

      She hands me a menu and tells me she’ll be back after meals have been passed out. 

      “Not bad. There is a burger on here.” I nod with a forced frown. I toss it on the bedside table when I remember that Claire’s car was found abandoned yesterday. “Alright, I’ve gotta know that she’s safe. Why’d she leave her car at the gas station?”

      “Later.” 

      “Now!” I demand.

      “Just know that she’s safe, and this is all coming to an end real soon.” 

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean? What needs to end? Us?”

      His arms cross over his chest, as slow strides bring him back to my side. “Some shit went down. Let’s just leave it at that.” 

      “No, let’s not leave it at that. If something happened to her, I need to know, dammit.” I slap the side of my balled fist onto the bed. 

      “Alright, I’ll tell you. But, you have to promise me that you aren’t gonna try and go hero on my ass and run out of here with a tube stuck in your arm.”

      “Just tell me.” I heave a sigh, trying to make it seem as if I’m calm and collected, when, really, I’m nervous as hell to hear what he has to say. 

      “You being here. This was no accident. It’s my fault.” There is disappointment in his tone, disappointment in himself. 

      “Don’t be ridiculous, this isn’t your fault. You’d never set me up for a fall.” I sweep my hand through the air. 

      His head drops, facing the floor. “It wasn’t intentional. I had no idea that my new partner was dirty. He had this planned from the minute he reached out to me. I was just too naive to see it—too damn hung up on making this whole fight club something big.”

      I make an attempt to stand up, but give up immediately. “What the fuck are you talking about?” I grumble, “who the hell is this guy?”

      He lifts his head and looks at me. “He’s Claire’s husband.” 

      “Husband?” I shake my head. “No, that’s impossible.” 

      “He’s not just her husband. He’s also a very dangerous man.” 

      As if nothing else could surprise me about the events that have unfolded up until this point—I’m speechless. 

      Claire is married.
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      Claire

      I lift my head, just enough, to see his face, then drop it back down onto the pillow. “I agreed to lunch, and this is what you do to me?” 

      The chair he’s sitting in, next to the bed, screeches across the hardwood floor, and then he’s standing at my side. “It was the only way. You were planning to leave me, again. I needed more time.” 

      “So you drug me and cuff me to a bed?” I twist my wrists that hang from the headboard. “You think that this will make me stay?”

      The phone. 

      I try to look down at my shirt to see if the phone is still there. Panic is written all over my face. 

      “Looking for this?” He holds up the phone that Anderson gave me. “You had a couple missed calls on here. Who are your new friends?”

      “Give it to me.” I begin to squirm and tug at my arms, to no avail.

      With his sinister eyes glued on mine, he drops the phone to the floor and digs his shoe into it, the sound of the cracking screen sends waves of dread through my core, before he gives it a swift kick and sends it sliding across the floor. “You are the devil,” I grit through my clenched teeth. 

      “And you are the devil’s accessory.” His fingers brush over my cheek in a featherlike motion. 

      I jerk my head to the side. “You won’t get away with any of this.” I close my eyes and hold them tight, hoping that he will just go away out of sheer boredom with me. 

      Anderson promised me that nothing would happen. Jorge is watching the house, and he knows exactly what and who to watch for. Unless Malcolm got to him. He found the phone; I’m sure he looked into every single number saved in there. 

      I open my eyes, and he’s still there, pacing the floor back and forth, as he rubs his chin, deep in thought. 

      “Can you at least untie me?”

      “Not happening, Sweetness.” He shakes his finger at me. “I know you better than that, and I heard what you did to Leo, cutting him up and locking him in the Sedona house.”

      “Who the hell is Leo?” 

      He doesn’t answer me. 

      “Are you talking about Zeke?” It has to be. I haven’t been fighting off any other criminals and locking them in a room in Arizona. 

      He gives me a once over and continues to walk the length of the room and back. 

      “That guy who beat up Knox, I’ve seen him before. Who is he?”

      “Haven’t you learned by now that asking too many questions gets you in trouble?”

      “What I can’t figure out is how I’ve never seen Zeke, or Leo rather. If you two have been working together for this long, I should have known about it.”

      He stops at the end of the bed and grips my ankles in his hands. “You know nothing about my work. You only know what I let you see.”

      “I know your business with women. Have you forgotten that I was a pawn in your game?” 

      “You were never a pawn; you were always my queen.” 

      This may be my only chance to soften him up. Well, as soft as a heart made of coal can get. Even if he does tell me something, I have no proof. I have nothing to hand over to Anderson that would hold up in court. 

      “I did love you, Malcolm, that is until you slowly became a reaper that was just out for my soul.” 

      “I was good to you, Claire. Then you had to go and whore around with the lawn boy. That was your first mistake.” 

      “What was the second?”

      Like a tiger hunting his prey, he creeps up my body from the end of the bed. Moving slowly with hunger in his eyes. “Leaving me for that schoolboy.” 

      I turn my head to the side and close my eyes, as his face inches closer to mine. “He can never make you feel as good as I did. He can never give you what I can.” His lips graze my neck, sending my heart into a frenzy. Not because it turns me on, but because it repulses me. 

      “You’re right.” I turn back to face him, as he lingers over me. “He can never fully satisfy me. Only you have that ability.” In one breath, his mouth crashes into mine—hard and domineering. I let it happen. I let him think that I want this. “Make love to me, Malcolm.” I exhale the words into his mouth. 

      His hand sweeps up my shirt, grabbing my waist tightly, as he grinds himself against me. “You want this?”

      “More than anything.” I lie, arching my back. “But, not like this. I need to touch you, feel you.” I bite my bottom lip, as he looks at me in search of manipulation. 

      “You bitch,” he grumbles, “you think I’m stupid?” 

      “Malcolm,” my voice is calm, “it’s always been you. The others were just there to fill the void of you, but they never came close to making me feel what you do.” 

      “Prove it to me.”

      “How can I do that?” I shake my arms to draw attention to the fact that I can’t do much of anything.

      He gets on his knees, in an upright position, and begins taking off his belt. My stomach turns, as he pulls it through the loops and tosses it to the side of the bed. When he untucks his shirt, I catch a glimpse of his gun in the belted holster. 

      “No,” I shake my head, “I’ve been gone for seven months. I don’t know where that thing has been.” I spit in disgust. I will lay here and rot away the days of my life, before I ever put his dick in my mouth again. 

      “You’re worried about the last seven months; yet, you never cared during our five years of marriage?”

      “Don’t be stupid, Malcolm. I knew you were cheating on me. That’s part of the reason I felt no remorse when I returned the favor.” The calmness in my voice is gone, just like that. I can’t pretend with him. I won’t let him have his way with me, and I certainly won’t go down without a fight. “Now, untie me, dammit. This rope is digging into the same burns from the last time you had me tied up.” 

      He leans over my body and messes with the ropes. For a moment, a rush of relief washes over me. Until, he jumps off the bed and walks out of the room without a word. 

      I lift my head and shout, “Where are you going?”

      With my head still up, I’m able to spot the shattered phone on the floor. 

      I need that phone. 

      I fall back in the bed in defeat, once again, feeling helpless. I don’t even know what I can do at this point. He’s not going to confess anything to me. He’s not letting me go. I can’t contact Anderson or Jorge. My only option is to lie here and hope that someone comes to my rescue. 

      “I did what I had to do to protect myself.” I cry into the sleeve of my cardigan. 

      “Have you ever thought about the way things played out that night?” Jorge asks, “how persistent Mr. Rossi was that you take that trick from that John, even after your history with your calls.” 

      “I just assumed he wanted me to give it another go. That I may have changed my mind.” 

      “Think about it, Claire. Your first time, you kicked the shit out of the John, and I had to step in to stop you from killing him. The second time, you stood the John up and went and got ice cream at Beverly Gardens, like it was no big deal, which I was totally okay with. Then there is the third time, when you paid ten-thousand extra dollars to the guy to pretend that he had the time of his life, which myself and Malcolm later found out was a lie.  It was apparent that you were not the girl for this job; yet, he still sent you to another call, at the risk of losing everything. 

      “You think he planned this?”

      “Malcolm Rossi always has a plan. Why else would have kept me behind and given you his gun that night? He’s never sent any of the girls with guns. He always sends the guard to stand outside the door.” 

      I push my chair back and stand quickly. “You’re right. It doesn’t make sense. Malcolm does intensive research on every man he sets us up with.  He knew this man wouldn’t take no for an answer. He set me up, knowing that I would kill him, before I let him have his way with me.” 

      “That man's blood is not on your hands, Claire. It’s on Malcolm’s. You may have been the one to pull the trigger, but he put the bullet in the gun.”

      “He told me he’d protect me, that he’d never let me go to prison. It was all so he could marry me. So he could have me to himself. “

      “Bingo.” 

      No matter what I do, Malcolm is always ahead of me. He knows exactly which moves I will make. I was a fool to think I could get any information from him or help put him behind bars. 

      When all hope is gone, he walks back in the door with duct tape in his hands. 

      “Are you planning to tape my mouth shut this time?” I close my eyes—the fight in me is gone. 

      His hands grab a hold of my legs and begin wrapping my ankles continuously. 

      “Seriously!” 

      “I couldn’t find any more rope, so this will have to do.” 

      “Yeah, because it would be so easy for me to run away with my hands tied to the bed.” My pitch rises with each word. 

      “Would you just calm down.” He walks to my side and pulls a knife out of his pocket. The last time someone did that, they freed me, and then, they instantly regretted it. 

      To my surprise, it happens again. My hands drop one by one, and I expel a pant of relief. 

      “You want to touch me, touch me,” he leans forward and whispers in my ear. 

      “You’re pretty trusting aren’t you. I could kill you with my bare hands right now.”

      He sits down on the side of the bed, and my eyes shoot to the outline of his gun. “You could, but you wouldn’t. Regardless of how much you think you hate me, I know that somewhere in here is love for me.” He pats my chest. 

      “At one time, I thought I did love you. It turns out that I loved the idea of you. If you would have stayed the man who you were in the beginning of our marriage, then falling in love with you may have been a possibility. Instead, I drowned in my hatred for you.”

      “I can be that man again.” His fingers caress the sleeve of my arm. “You are the only person who has ever made me feel, Claire. I don’t just want you; I need you.” He sweeps my hair behind my ear. “Let me prove it to you.”

      “I’m not sure that you can.” 

      Malcolm knows what a loose cannon I am. He doesn’t make good decisions, but he’s also never reckless. He’s well aware that I see his gun. He knows that phone sits within reach now that my hands are free. 

      What he doesn’t know is that the rope he just untied me with is sitting underneath my right hand. 

      His lips meet mine, and while I want to vomit inside of his mouth, I kiss him back, running my hand across his leg, back and forth, in a circular motion, while I wrap my hand in the rope. Once I’m sure that I have a good grip, I bring my other hand up to his neck, pressing his mouth harder against mine, as I moan out a breath. 

      His lips move down my chin, to my neck, and finally, to my breastbone. Subtle kisses that would have turned me on five years ago. I bunch up the remainder of the rope in my hand, so that none of it hangs freely. Just as he lifts my shirt up and begins kissing my stomach, I place the rope behind his neck and then in a quick motion, I wrap it around the same way he wrapped my ankles—continuously and with motive. 

      “Your first mistake was trusting me.” I tug tighter, as his hands try and find my neck. When he doesn’t get a grip, he reaches for his gun. 

      “Your second mistake was doubting me.” 

      After a good ten seconds of struggling, I’ve gained the upper hand. 

      Now, I know that I could kill him right here and now, but regardless of my past, I do have a conscience. I took a life once, with no regret, but it was self-defense. The man tried to rape me. I’d do it over and over again, if given the opportunity. He was a sick son of a bitch who preyed on young women. 

      I squeeze the rope tight enough to cut off his air supply and knock him out momentarily. I’m the wife of a Mafia god, I’ve learned a thing or two. Once his eyes roll back, and I’m sure he’s not faking it, I have thirty to sixty seconds, before he comes to. I grab his gun quickly and stick it underneath the pillow, before pulling his switch knife from his pocket and pushing him off me. His body falls to the floor with a thud. I lean forward onto my knees and cut my legs free.

      I could run like hell, but I’d leave empty handed.

       His eyes start to flutter open, and he begins to squirm. 

      I need more time. 

      I grab the rope quickly and begin tying his hands, but he gains enough strength to put up a fight. With only one option left, I grab the gun by my side and hit him forcefully in the head, which only pisses him off further. 

      Clicking the safety off of the semi-automatic pistol, I push the cylinder up and stand back, firing a shot straight to his shoulder. 

      He cries in agony, covering his wound with his free hand. 

      I hold the gun out in front of me, pointed at him, while I pick up the broken phone. I hold down the power button with my thumb, hoping like hell that it still works. 

      “Yes!” I beam with excitement, when the color comes on the screen. 

      “You’re fucking crazy.” Malcolm groans from his fetal position on the floor. 

      “Remember that the next time you try and pick up a stray girl at an art studio.” I give him a kick to his ribs. “This isn’t like you, Malcolm. You’ve never been the sit back and watch type of guy. Getting soft are we?”

      “The only time I’m soft is when I wake up next to you.” He chokes out, as he babies his gunshot wound. 

      “Nah, that just means that you missed your daily dose of Viagra. I’d tell you to get yourself a pill counter, but you won’t be needing that where you’re going. You’ve always been more of a taker than a giver.” 

      The gun dangles from my hand, as I pull up Anderson’s number in the text messages. 

      Me: Robin

      I don’t hit send. Not yet. 

      I hit record. 

      “Unless you want a matching hole in your other arm, you are going to answer every question I ask you.” 

      “I’d let you kill me, before I give you any information.” 

      “You sure about that?” I fire a shot in the air. Hoping like hell that this thing is fully loaded. He attempts to get up, but I kick him back down. Setting the phone down, while it continues to record, I grab the rope and attempt to tie his arms again. When he fights it, I press my thumb against the hole in his arm. 

      “Fuck,” he bellows, “You bitch!” 

      “What happened to Ezra?” 

      “You already know the answer to that, Sweetness.” There is no remorse in his tone. 

      I’ve suspected all along that he killed Ezra. He went missing the day we planned to flee together. His body was found at the bottom of Bluff Cove three weeks later. It was ruled as an accidental fall. 

      “Did you do it?” I pause, “Of course, you didn’t,” I answer my own question. He has men who do that business for him. 

      My heart breaks, thinking about what Ezra must have felt in those final minutes.

      “Who beat Knox up?” 

      When he doesn’t answer, I dig my thumb in deeper. “Who beat Knox up?” I repeat the question. 

      “Leo’s son.” He gives up and remains still. 

      “Leo, as in, Zeke Jones?” 

      He goes silent again. 

      “I will stick my entire hand inside of your arm if you do not answer the question.” 

      “Yes, Leo is Zeke. Robby is Leo’s son.” 

      “And, you made a partnership with the owner just to stage this fight so that Knox would get hurt?” I leave out Axel’s name. I’ll let his family deal with that one. 

      He nods. 

      “Ok. that’s a yes.” I get myself comfortable with my legs straddled over him, gun in one hand and the other painting red, as I dig into his open flesh. It’s pretty disgusting, actually. 

      “So, you admit that you used the alias, Nick Rooney, to get into a contractual agreement with the owner of the fight club in Redwood? A club where underage fighters gambled over the wins and losses of illegal fighters?” 

      “You’re wasting your time, Sweetness,” he laughs, “your recording will do you no good. That voice could be anyone. Good luck using that in your little case you think you’re building.” 

      “Just answer the damn questions.”

      “Yes, I admit it. And, my name is Jim Bob.” He waves his head back and forth against the hard floor. “You hear that, I’m not Malcolm, I’m Jim Bob,” he shouts in hysterics. 

      “What is the password to your safe?” 

      There it is. There’s that fear I’ve been searching for. His body freezes and his about pop out in my lap. I’ve been waiting a very long time for that reaction. 

      “Not a chance in hell.” 

      I press my thumb so hard into his shoulder that, for a moment, I think I feel his bone against my nail, then I realize it’s probably the bullet. 

      “Ahhhh,” he screams, in complete and utter pain. 

      I don’t stop. I keep digging until he talks. 

      When he doesn’t, I add my index finger into the wound, using the two to spread open the hole. I turn my head away when I begin to gag profusely, but it doesn’t stop me. “Now,” I say, “And if you lie and give me the wrong number, I’ll stick my dildo in that closet so far into your arm that you’ll need to pull it out of your throat.” 

      His skin begins to turn a very pale white. 

      “Nine-three,” he chokes out, “nineteen-nine-zero-nine.” 

      I pull my bloodied hand back and wipe it across the blanket on the floor then reach over and hit send on the phone. 

      Sending the text message and the voice message at the same time. 

      I push myself off of him, as he lingers in and out of consciousness.

      “Sarai mio per sempre,” he groans, before his eyes close, and he’s unconscious, from the shock his body is in.

      I grab the rope and finally get him tied up. Grabbing his feet, I drag him down the hallway, where I can keep an eye on him, while I attempt to get the safe open myself. 

      It’s almost over. 

      It’s finally coming to an end.
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      Knox

      “You told me an hour, two hours ago.” I tap my fingers on the bedside table that sits in front of me. A full plate of food that I can’t eat because my nerves are shot. 

      “This stuff takes time. They wanted to look her over at the hospital, just to make sure she’s okay. It’s protocol, man.” 

      “She is okay, though?” I raise my eyebrows. “You said he didn’t hurt her.” 

      Axel lifts his head up from his phone. “She’s fine.” Then he returns to it, again. 

      “And this Malcolm guy, he’s been arrested right?”

      “Yep, along with Mr. Jones. The bastards can rot away in a prison cell and leave all of us alone now. I still can’t believe Mom married that douchebag.” His eyes stay fixated on his phone.

      “What is so important on there?” 

      A few more clicks with his finger, and he finally stuffs it in his pocket. “Oh nothing, just reading my acceptance letter to UCLA to make sure they still want my ass.”

      “Seriously?” My eyes shoot wide open. “I thought you said you had no plans for college.” 

      “Things change. Besides, my club here is dead, and I have nothing holding me back.” 

      “About that, I’m sorry. I know how much that place meant to you.” 

      “Eh, shit happens. I’m just glad that the lawyer my dad talked to said the charges against me would be thrown out. I was a minor at the time, and I was manipulated by America’s most wanted psycho.” 

      “I can’t say I’m disappointed. I know you loved that stuff, but it would have never ended well.”

      “Who said it ended? His club is dead, as in the one Malcolm bought. Mine is very much alive. Just not here in Redwood. In fact, things are coming together as we speak.” He drops down into the chair and locks his hands behind his head, “UCLA is going to be a fucking blast.”

      “Good god, Axel. What have you done?”

      “Just making sure we have a hell of a freshman year. School by day, fight by night.” 

      I expel a very drawn out breath and close my eyes, when the door swings open. I open them quickly and feel a sudden rush of contentment when I see her rushing to my side. 

      “Are you okay?” I grab her face and pull it close to mine, looking her over for bumps, cuts, and bruises. “Your arms.” I take them in my hand and cringe at the tattooed rope burns and a few deep scratches. 

      “I’m ok. This is nothing.” She strokes my head, taking in the bandages on my cheek and forehead, as well as the shaved spot on top, where the biggest gash was stapled shut. 

      “I’ll leave you two alone.” Axel turns to leave. 

      “Wait.” Claire stops him. She stands up and walks to where he stands. “I know we didn’t get off on the best foot, but I want to thank you for everything you did for me.” She pulls him in for a hug. His eyes shoot at me over her shoulder, and he does that stupid eyebrow waggle again. 

      I press my lips into a thin line and shake my head, even though I know he’s just messing with me. 

      Once he leaves, she comes back over to the bed. 

      “We have a lot to talk about,” I say, “but first, this.” I pull her in for a kiss. Her mouth presses gently to mine. My hand cups her chin, as our tongues curl together. It’s the most passionate and real kiss I’ve ever experienced—one that I feel in my core. 

      She pulls away. “We have plenty of time for that. First, I owe you an apology. I lied about so much, but you need to know that it was never to hurt you.” 

      “You don’t have to apologize. Just please tell me that a divorce is in the works. I already have to tell my mom that I fell for my teacher. If I have to tell her that I fell for my married teacher, she’d disown me.” 

      “You’ve fallen for me?” Her lips curl up bashfully. 

      “I think I have.” 

      “Well, you better move over, because I’m falling, too.” She pulls my arm out and tucks herself under it, taking care not to bump any injuries. 

      “So tell me about this guy. What the hell is his deal?”

      She takes a deep breath before speaking, “Malcolm Rossi sold women for a living, and for some reason, he wanted to keep me. I was eighteen years old when he sought me out and he fed me from the palm of his hand. Once he had me where he wanted me, he tried to pimp me out.”

      My heart feels as if it’s caught fire in my chest. Axel never told me this part. My mind says don’t judge and listen, but my heart says how could she? “Tried?”

      “I never slept with any of them. It wasn’t for lack of trying on their part. I just couldn’t ever bring myself to do it.” She lifts her head and her face mirrors mine. “I don’t blame you if you feel like we can’t move past this, because there is more.”

      “Everyone has a past, babe. All I care about is the right now.” I tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear. 

      “During one of those calls, things got out of hand. The guy wouldn’t take no for an answer. He became violent, called me a tease and attempted to rape me.” 

      She stops talking for a second, and I can tell that this is very hard for her to say out loud. 

      “You don’t have to tell me anymore.” I press my hand to her cheek, feeling a tear roll over it. 

      “I killed him, Knox.” Her eyes close, and the tears overflow. “And I’m not sad because I took his life. I’m sad because he took mine.” 

      I pull her down into me, bearing the pain in my rib cage, pain that is minuscule compared to what this girl has been through. 

      “Shh,” I try to calm her, as she cries into me. 

      “After that night, Malcolm convinced me to marry him.” She chokes out the words. “He said that it was the only way he could protect me, and I believed him. I continued to watch him send these girls out with strangers and return with nothing but shattered dreams and expensive gifts. And I did nothing to stop him. I let him control every part of my life because he said that he knew what was best for me.” 

      “It’s over now.” I run my fingers through her hair with my hand curled around her head. “Now, it’s my turn to protect you. I can’t promise you expensive things, but I can promise you that you will never have to feel what you’ve felt these last five years, ever again.”

      We lie there for hours talking. Claire tells me about the cartel and how many of the girls came and went to different members who ran the same businesses as Malcolm did. Not only did he sell women, he sold cold hard drugs, and his ass will be sitting in prison for the rest of his life if those charges stick. 

      We agree it’s time to try and move on from this. She’s still young, and she has a bright future ahead of her. I’m just happy that I get to be a part of it. 

      Now I just have to tell Mom.
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        One Month Later

      

      

      Knox 

      The white vinyl chairs are lined up perfectly, again. Floral arrangements are positioned at the end of each row. All of my favorite people are in attendance. Axel is standing at the end of the last row with a sneer on his face, as he glares at Harper, who is talking it up with a friend of Jasper’s. I wish he’d just let go of his anger toward her and confess his undying love. 

      Kip and Taya are hand in hand, and it warms my heart that he’s found someone. 

      Claire is sitting in the front row sandwiched between Gram and Blakely, looking as stunning as ever. Every couple minutes, Gram says something that makes her smile, then gives her a pat on her leg. Each time she looks at me with a sheepish grin, and I know that Gram is telling stories from my childhood. 

      Everyone stands when the music begins. Mom and Gramps make their way down the aisle, and while all eyes are on the bride, looking as happy as ever, I can’t take my eyes off of Claire. Of course, Jasper gives me a nice nudge, forcing me to refocus my attention on the ceremony, but all I can think about is our first dance tonight. 

      I skipped out on prom due to my injuries and spent the night watching old chick flicks with Claire. She said that she hasn’t watched movies in years, so I promised her we’d make up for lost time. In return, she promised me a dance to make up for missing my senior prom—tonight, she pays up. 

      The vows are shared, and are very touching, just as I anticipated. Mom and Isaac are straight out of a romance novel. They are getting their happy ever after that they both deserve. After the ring exchange, they are announced husband and wife, then the pastor invites everyone to stay for the reception.

      The bridal party leaves the ceremony area first and we gather around for pictures. I give Claire a week as I walk back up the white runner laid out on the grass.

      We reach the front of the house where the photographer plans to take the pics and mom pulls me aside.

      I speak first, “You look beautiful, Mom.” I kiss the side of her cheek.

      “You don’t look too shabby yourself. I’ve always loved these button up shirts on you.” She tugs at the sky blue collar. “Thank you for being a part of this special day.”

      “Wouldn’t be anywhere else. Well, except for the hospital, like the canceled wedding date.” I joke, though it’s not exactly funny.

      “Not funny.” She reads my thoughts, “and don’t you ever do that to me again. You know I don’t condone those fight rings.”

      My shoulders slump and I sigh, “Yes, Mom. “We’ve been over this a thousand times. I will never plan a fight again.”

      “She’s here.” Her tone shifts and she nods to the backyard.

      “Claire?” I question, but I know exactly who she is talking about. “Yeah, she is. How do you feel about that?”

      Mom goes quiet for a minute and looks as if she’s fighting back tears, she swallows hard and places both hands on my shoulders, “Knox, I wouldn’t have invited her the second time if I didn’t want her here. I don’t approve of the way your relationship started, but I’m taking it day by day. I see the way you look at her. Just be careful. Her past may not be as far away as you think.”

      I pull her in for a hug, “I will, mom. Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      I loosen my tie, as I walk toward her. The sunset paints the sky fire orange and the white lights around the canopy are lit up. I look over to the DJ in the corner and give him a thumbs up. As soon as “You and Me” by Lifehouse begins playing through the speakers, I lean in. My head on her shoulder, as my face brushes against hers. 

      “Can I have this dance?” I say into her ear, interrupting her conversation with Blakely. 

      She spins around quickly with a smile plastered on her face. Her strawberry blonde hair is framed perfectly around her beautiful face, and her mint green floor length dress matches her bright eyes. 

      “A promise is a promise.” She places her hand in mine. 

      Dinner is finished, the bridal party dances are done, and the cake has been cut. All of the guests are holding conversations of their own and going about their business. 

      Claire and I are the only ones on the dance floor, and as far as I’m concerned, we’re the only ones in existence. Her arms hang loosely around my neck, as I hold tightly to her waist. Our bodies touch, but our souls connect. It’s like her heart talks to mine, and as long as she’s there, every part of me feels at ease, knowing that whatever life throws at us, we will be ok. I don’t worry about losing her anymore. I’m confident in what we have, and I know that it’s not just a crush, it's so much more. 

      Her head rests on my shoulder, as we sway to the music. Feeling the words hit deep, as if this song was made just for us. “I love you,” I whisper, loud enough for her to hear me. 

      She lifts her head quickly, a surprised expression on her face that quickly turns to adoration. “I love you, too, Knox.” 

      Our mouths collide, and I don’t give a damn who’s watching.

      I spin her around and watch her body move with the music, then pull her back in. 

      Never letting go. 

      
        
        THE END
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        Three Months Later

      

      

      I drop the last box onto my bed and want more than anything to throw my body down with it, but there is no room left. We’ve been moving all day today, and after helping Claire move into her apartment down the road yesterday, I’m exhausted. 

      “Pizza’s here.” Kip pokes his head through the doorway. 

      “Coming,” I say, as I pull my sweat drenched shirt over my head and toss it to the floor. I rummage through the box labeled clothes and pull out a clean but wrinkled one. I should have listened when Mom said to fold them and not just stuff them in. 

      I walk down the hallway and into the living room of the three bedroom house that Kip, Axel, and myself are renting. The guys have already planned a housewarming party for tonight, even though I told them they are crazy. We don’t even have anything unpacked and put away. Boxes and furniture are thrown carelessly around the place. I can already tell that this house is going to be trashed 24/7.  

      “Looks like this place needs a woman’s touch.” Claire walks through the front door and into my arms. 

      “Shoot me now, because you’ll have a better chance of finding my body. If you wait, it will be buried under boxes and red solo cups.”

      “You boys are going to have a great year.” She presses her lips to mine. 

      “I don’t doubt that for a second.” I pull her tighter.

      After everything went down, Claire left her job at the school and started working for Blakely part-time at the gallery until we left. Now she is taking some classes at UCLA and just applied for an internship in the arts program there. I don’t doubt she will get it. In fact, she moved here with us, living right down the road in her own apartment. 

      My mouth finds her neck, then her collarbone. I spread open the v-neck of her shirt, moving my lips down farther. “Right now, school is the farthest thing from my mind. All I can think about is this.” I grab her ass into both hands and squeeze.

      “I do have an empty apartment in walking distance.” She rakes her fingers through my hair, tightening her grip and pulling my mouth to hers.

      “Don’t you have a room for that?” Axel walks by, with his typical attitude. 

      “What’s your problem?”  I walk over to him, as he tears open the blinds.

      “That!” He points at a group of girls unloading a car across the street.

      “Is that—?”

      “Sure as hell is. Fucking Harper.”

    

  


  
    
      Want More?

      
        
        Curious about Claire’s life with Malcolm before coming to Redwood?

        Read the bonus prologue now and get a glimpse of her life before leaving!
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        Message from the Author

      

      

      
        
        Thank you so much for taking the time to read Like You. I hope you enjoy Knox and Claire’s story.

        If you have a moment to leave a review, I’d be so grateful.

        Stay tuned! I think you can guess which Redwood High guy gets his story next!

        Coming in August, Like Hate!

      
        For everyone that helped me along the way with Like You, from the bottom of my heart, THANK YOU!

        XOXO Rachel
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