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      Alec

      

      Ten Years Old

      

      My mom told me a new girl was moving to the neighborhood soon, and there she is.

      I thought she’d be big, like me, but she’s not. She’s small with muddy knees and messy hair and mismatched socks.

      I don’t know any girls who get dirty without whining about it, but it doesn’t seem to bother her none. I can tell ‘cause she won’t stop smiling to herself, even though she’s messed up whatever it is she’s trying to draw three times now. Every few minutes she sits back on her heels and looks over the crooked squares, bright pink chalk in one hand, Push Pop in the other, and then she starts over, moving to a new spot in the driveway.

      She bends, getting ready to try again, and this time I can’t see her over the bushes, so I decide to walk over.

      As soon as I step onto the cement, her voice hits me, and my feet stop moving.

      The girl is singing quietly to herself. It’s not a song I’ve ever heard but I like it. It’s pretty, soft sounding. A sound that makes me want to lay back in the grass and close my eyes.

      I once heard my mom call a lady dancing on TV graceful. I think that’s what she is, graceful. I step closer, and my palms begin to sweat.

      She sits back again, looking down at all the squares, finding each one more crooked than the last.

      I want to fix them for her.

      Still, she doesn’t get upset, but glides over and tries again, still singing the nice song.

      “Hi,” I speak loudly, making her jump and she quickly looks over her shoulder, red candy leaving a sticky streak across her cheek as she does.

      “Hi!” she giggles, jumping up, and for some reason, I stand there and stare.

      Her eyes are wide and blue like the ocean, her smile just as bright and big.

      When she tucks her tangled hair behind her ear, I look away.

      “Why’d you move in, in the middle of the night?” I ask, glancing behind her at all the empty boxes in the driveway.

      “My dad says when it’s dark is the best time…” she whispers, trying to make her little voice sound scary. “When nobody can see our shadows.”

      When I smile, she laughs again, tilting her head as she looks up at me.

      My body starts to warm, embarrassed maybe, so I drop my eyes to the drawing, finally seeing what she’s been trying so hard to make. “Hopscotch?”

      “Uh-huh. Wanna play?” she asks, excitedly, and I’m staring again.

      She’s so … I don’t know what she is, but I like it.

      She starts to chew on her lip and I remember she asked a question.

      And I do want to. “Yeah, I wanna play with you.”

      She grins, bouncing a little, like she’s happy to have someone to play with, like she’s happy to have me to play with.

      I bend, taking her spot on the ground and lift the blue chalk, ready to draw her the best Hopscotch game she’s ever seen.

      But I only get the first line across when footsteps ring behind me.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, wishing him away. I just want to talk with her by myself a little longer.

      “Hey, whatcha doin’?”

      She jumps again, and I grin when she doesn’t share the same smile with him as she did me just minutes ago.

      “We’re playing a game,” I tell him.

      “You’re playing with her?”

      I frown at him. “Yeah, I am.”

      “You never want to play with any of us.”

      He’s talking about all the other kids on our street.

      “Well, I want to play with her.”

      The girl smiles at her feet and I stand a little taller.

      “Whatever.” He shrugs, glancing from the ground to the girl. “I’m Rowan. What’s your name?”

      She looks at me briefly, almost as if she wanted to tell me first, but turns her eyes back on him. “Oakley.”

      I like it.

      “How old are you?”

      “Eight.”

      No.

      “Awesome! You’ll be in my class!” he smiles.

      And this time, she smiles back.

      I watch, disappointed as he grabs for her hand and starts to pull her away.

      “Come on, my friends – they’ll be in your class, too – are playing tag over there!”

      She looks the way he points.

      Oakley hesitates at first, her sandals not moving from where they’re planted, but with an extra tug, he has her beside him. She looks back once, her big blue eyes now pinched tight at the sides, but then she’s running away, her hand in Rowan’s.

      I force myself not to look at them again as disappointment I’ve never known and can’t explain flows through me.

      She was my friend first.
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        * * *

      

      Twelve Years Old

      

      She’s gonna fall, I know it.

      Why does she always have to do boy stuff?

      With a sigh, I inch closer, keeping myself far away enough so it doesn’t look like I’m following her, but close enough in case she freaking hurts herself. Again.

      Last week, she twisted her ankle trying to jump from a swing, now she thinks she can climb a metal fence ... in flip-flops.

      Sure enough, she gets to the top and her sandal slips, so I dart from under the tree and catch her against the links before she falls completely.

      She squeals and jerks her head back to see who caught her, her eyes widening when she finds me.

      I don’t know why she pretends she didn’t know – it’s always me.

      As I lower her to the ground, she moves her hands along the metal to make sure she’s steady. When she hits the grass, her eyes fly to mine and I glare.

      “Why you always doing stupid stuff?”

      She puts her hands on her hips like a brat. “I’m not. Rowan bet I couldn’t climb it, so I was showing him I can.”

      “Well you didn’t, did you? You almost fell. And where is Rowan anyway? I don’t see him watching.”

      She ducks her head and shrugs a shoulder. “Stacey and Brandon started playing cartoon tag, guess he wanted to play, too.”

      “So you tried to show off for a boy who doesn’t even care and got hurt doing it. When are you gonna stop trying to make him like you?”

      “He’s my friend, he likes me!”

      “Yeah, but you want him to be your boyfriend and he’s not.”

      “No I don’t! And I didn’t get hurt.”

      When I point to her foot, she glances down with a frown, then gasps.

      She tries to run off but winces and jerks her knee up.

      Blood is dripping from a cut on her toe, making it hard to see the color of paint on her nails. Her eyebrows jump in panic and she looks to me, big tears welling in her eyes.

      Instantly, I’m anxious – I don’t like when she cries.

      I step forward, putting my hand on her cheek to keep her from looking back down.

      “Stop it.”

      “I can’t, what if-”

      “I said stop. You’re fine.”

      “Just go away,” she sniffles, and for some reason my chest starts to ache.

      “No, you need me. Let’s go to the water fountain and clean it off.”

      “But it might hurt.”

      I shake my head, pushing her hair behind her shoulders and her eyes jump between mine. “It won’t hurt, I’ll be careful.”

      “Promise?” she whispers and suddenly all I want is to make her feel better.

      “Yeah.” I swallow. “I promise.”

      She hesitates for a second, then nods.

      When her hand slides behind my back to wrap around my waist, my stomach grows tight, kind of like it does before a roller coaster ride, and I freeze, glaring down at her.

      I hate how she always makes me feel weird. Like how I always know when she’s around, as if I have a sixth sense or something. I thought maybe it was a girl thing, but it only happens with her.

      Her cheeks grow pink and she goes to pull away, but I quickly grab her hand to keep it right where it is. Together, we move over to the picnic tables.

      Soon as I set her on the bench, I cup my hands and fill them with water then slowly pour it over her wound.

      She yanks it back but when she realizes it doesn’t hurt, she sticks it out again, pointing her pink toes right at me. I rinse it once more, then grab ahold of her foot to get a better look, seeing the cut is pretty small – a clean slice alongside the nail.

      I look up, ready to tell her she’s fine, like I said, but nothing comes out of my mouth when I find Oakley’s eyes on me instead of her foot.

      She does this a lot, watches me when she thinks I’m not looking. But I see her, even though I pretend I don’t.

      I like it. It makes me want to run faster or throw farther when I’m playing football with my friends.

      “Why you being nice to me today? Yesterday you called me spoiled and said you couldn’t stand me.”

      Yesterday you were chasing Rowan around the field.

      “Felt like being nice, I guess.”

      The corner of her mouth lifts a little. “I wish you’d be nice every day, I like when you talk to me.”

      My heart starts beating hard against my chest and I worry she’ll see it through my T-shirt.

      “You-”

      “What’d you do, Alec?!” comes from behind me and Oakley jerks her foot away.

      I look up, finding she’s chewing her lip, eyes no longer on me.

      I stand slowly, turning to look at Rowan as he runs over.

      He drops beside her, picking up the foot to inspect it.

      “I cut it on the fence, Alec was helping clean it...”

      Rowan lifts his glare to me, then blocks her from my view. He helps her up and her hand snakes around him, same as it did to me only minutes ago, and my fingers ball into fists.

      “Come on, Oaks. I’ll take care of you.”

      “Take care of her? Where were you when she fell?” I shout, and he glares at me, turning her away.

      “Shut up, Alec! Go find someone else to be a jerk to and leave us alone.”

      They start to walk away and anger floods me, so I yell, “Like I care. Help the dumb girl who can’t even climb a fence.” Her misty eyes hit mine over her shoulder, and while I hate to see it, at least she’s looking at me. “You should stop trying to show off so I don’t have to pretend to want to help you anymore.”

      I turn and walk away, forcing my feet to keep moving when I hear her cry behind me.
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        * * *

      

      Eighteen Years Old

      

      She looks good. Real good.

      At the beginning of summer, I went to an agility training camp to help me prepare to start Oakley’s dad’s fire academy, and the entire time I was there, I kept wondering what she was doing and who the hell she was doing it with.

      What I didn’t stop to consider was coming home to find Oakley on an entirely new level.

      She’s still got the same smile and big blue eyes, but now they’re framed by longer lashes and higher cheekbones. The smile? It’s fuller, a brand new shade of pink even, a little darker, more attention drawing. And her body? It’s distracting, and not just to me.

      I frown, looking from one neighborhood asshole to the next, almost all eyes locked on her hips and ass as she skips toward Rowan, holding out a piece of her birthday cake. Every damn year, she brings him the very first slice. Someone should tell her the rule when it comes to birthday cakes – the first cut is for the birthday girl, not the dumbass she thinks she likes.

      It’s her birthday today and she asked the entire neighborhood to the community pool for a party.

      Not me though, I wasn’t included. Maybe it’s because she didn’t know I’d be home, maybe it was on purpose. Either way, I had no invite.

      Course I’m here anyway. And while she hasn’t looked my way, she knows it.

      She keeps tucking her long blonde hair behind her ear, and when she laughs, she tips her head back a little farther than necessary.

      She’s not fighting for my attention, not that she’d have to. She doesn’t know but she’s had it locked in since we were little, but she thinks I came here to crash, and she’s silently telling me she won’t have it.

      Good for her.

      I like when she fires back, too bad it’s so damn rare.

      After the cake’s cleared out, everyone starts slipping back in the pool, so I move closer to the water, ready to be seen, but then Oakley jumps out, now dripping wet, and heads for the clubhouse that holds the rafts, swim games, and such.

      So, I slip inside behind her.

      As she reaches up for the diver sticks, my eyes fall to her bathing suit bottoms. They’re tiny, hardly covering half her ass.

      It's perked up real nice, too.

      I take a step closer and her arm jolts down, her back growing rigid and a smirk takes over.

      Yeah, she knows I’m standing here.

      She waits a second, then clears her throat and turns around.

      And then she sucks in a deep breath.

      Yeah, princess. You’re not the only one who’s grown.

      I was five eleven when I left in June. I’m now a solid six foot, and twenty pounds of muscle heavier from weight training.

      I look good, and she can’t hide how she agrees.

      Finally, those blues pop up and her cheeks heat, but she’s fast to mask how I make her feel – always is – and she pops that newly shaped hip.

      “Well, well, look who’s back.”

      “Look who’s grown.”

      She licks her lips and looks away, shifting on her feet. “You come here to tease me?”

      “If I did?”

      “It’s not nice.” Her eyes come back to mine. “It’s my birthday. Think you can wait one more day to ruin mine?”

      “Would me telling you, you look damn good be ‘ruining’ your day, princess?”

      Her tongue slips between her teeth as her eyes narrow.

      I take a step closer and her hands hit the shelf behind her.

      “Or if I said I like your choice in swimsuits ... even though I prefer it only worn for me.” I let my eyes run over her. “That’d be ruining your day?”

      Her lips smash together, and she looks from me to the exit.

      I take another step closer. “Or what if, I came straight here, only minutes after getting home from being gone for weeks, just to tell you happy birthday in person?” I lift my hand and place it on the shelf behind her. “Would that ruin your day, too?”

      Her deep inhales grow stronger, the heavy rise of her breaths has her newfound chest pushing against mine.

      It only takes a second for her nipples to set through the thin fabric, the beady points brushing over my skin with every breath she takes.

      My dick starts to harden. If either of us moves any closer, she’ll feel it.

      She’s not ready for that.

      “Tell me ... will those things mess up your perfect little day?” When my right hand dares to reach out and plant itself on her hip she gasps her eyes flying to mine.

      I see her confusion, feel her wariness.

      This is me after all. The one that outed her for stuffing her bra for her seventh-grade dance when I noticed every guys’ eyes on her chest. The one that flipped her dress up in front of her entire eighth grade class when she made it a point to ignore me. The one that warned the entire freshman football team to stay away from her, claiming she was a lot like Velcro and a bit on the crazy side – something no teenage dude just exploring girl’s wants.

      But behind the worry and suspicion is a deeper reaction she can’t quite place. One she refuses to reach for - curiosity.

      She doesn’t understand me and why I treat her the way I do. If only she knew it was hard for me to watch her cry, even though I’m typically the one to make it happen.

      The fact that my words and actions cut her deeper than anyone else’s should make her understand, but she refuses to pull the blinders off. Either way, I know what I see in her baby blues, and buried deep beneath her feelings for someone who doesn’t deserve her and will never want her like I do... is me.

      Her antihero.

      Her breath locks in her throat when I lower my head, bringing my lips even with hers.

      “What are you doing?” she whispers.

      I let my mouth brush hers. “Anyone ever kissed these lips of yours?”

      “I-”

      “Don’t lie,” I breathe against her. “I know the answer already.”

      “How could you possibly know?”

      “I make it my business to know everything.”

      “About me?”

      I slide my cheek along hers until our eyes lock again.

      “Yes.” My hand glides up her ribs, loving how she inhales deeply as it does. No other asshole’s lips have touched hers.

      “You were mine first.” I step into her and those lips part, her eyelids growing heavy. “It’s only fair...”

      I don’t say anything else but attempt to calm myself for when my mouth meets hers for the first time and goddamn, I wasn’t fucking ready for it.

      Soft as silk with a hint of chocolate frosting, her lips shake against me, but I feel her press back, and I don’t imagine the fraction of an inch her mouth opens to feel more of me as she presses them firmer against mine.

      Her fingers graze my stomach, her need to touch me too strong for her to fight, and damn if I don’t want her to run her hands all over me, but a loud squeal outside has her pulling back.

      “Oh my God!” She covers her face, and when her hands fall and desire disappears, something I never wanted to witness when her eyes were locked with mine shines back clear as day.

      Regret. Disgust.

      Fuck.

      She’s clearly not ready to understand what it means. Eventually, she won’t be able to push it down, she won’t be able to push me out of her head.

      It makes her feel wrong for wanting me because she’s not ready to let go of him, so I’ll ease her mind, for now. I’ll play the role she so badly wants me to stay in.

      “Well, that was less than I expected,” I lie through my teeth, fighting to keep my mask on when her eyes start to water.

      “Why did you do this?” she speaks low, but her temper rises. “I can’t ever get that back, and now it belongs to someone I can’t stand.”

      Damn right it does.

      “Don’t care. All I know is, now you can’t give it to the person you wanted to give it to, not that he wants it.”

      Her jaw drops with her tears. “You did this, so it couldn’t be Rowan.”

      “It wasn’t his to take.”

      “Says who?!”

      “Me. I do,” I force through clenched teeth. “Like I said, you were mine first. Not his. You’re not even his now.”

      “Stop pretending to know anything about mine and Rowan’s relationship!”

      I push into her and she gasps. “Stop pretending you have one!”

      “I hate you.”

      A sharp pain hits in the center of my chest, but I ignore it and back away.

      And even as I do, even after I stole something she was saving for someone else, her eyes tell me she’s lying. She doesn’t hate me, and she can’t understand why when we both know she should.

      “Glad to see nothing’s changed over summer, Oakley.” I open the door, throwing a “happy birthday” over my shoulder on the way out.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty Years Old

      

      She’s buzzin’ hard.

      And her hips are swaying dangerously slow and wide and motherfucker, if I don’t have to adjust in my jeans to keep from drawing attention to myself.

      I shift deeper into the shadow and let my eyes rake over every inch of her body, a body that’s far too fit and firm to not stand out in this crowd.

      Her jeans are too tight and her shirt form fitting, but she doesn’t feel the need to share her skin with all these assholes to feel good about herself. Bettin’ she spent fifteen minutes tops getting ready. Yet, low maintenance as hell and wearing more clothes than every girl in this place, she’s still the one every motherfucker seems to notice first.

      The way that long blonde hair of hers teases her waistline and falls to the side when she tips her head, twisting to the music like a damn video vixen is making my fingers hum with the need to touch what isn’t quite mine, but damn well should be.

      Thing is, she’s not his either.

      I thought for sure Rowan and her would have made it official by now, but they graduated this week and still, he hasn’t claimed her for himself, something she thinks she wants. Most people assume they’re a secret couple based on how they act around each other, but that wasn’t good enough for me.

      I pay attention to everything, observe with a critical eye and I can guaran-damn-tee, it’s crickets in that department. Not sure what’s holding him back, but he hasn’t made a move.

      So, I’m going to.

      I waited long enough, gave the two of them more time than I ever planned to work through the teenage nerves and hormones, just in case that’s what was stopping them, and still, nothing’s come of their friendship.

      Rowan knows I’ve wanted her since we were just a bunch of kids running around the neighborhood, but he never would let her down so she could see who else was standing right in front of her.

      I plan to open her eyes.

      When Havannah, Oakley’s friend, starts to pull her off the dance floor, I walk along the wall to keep her in sight.

      She’s handed another shot and she throws it back, making me frown.

      I almost told the bouncer outside they were only eighteen, but when I saw him let them straight in without even checking I realized what type of place this was – not one she’d normally be in.

      When Havannah tries to pull her back on the floor, Oakley shakes her head, her fingers moving to her temple.

      She’s done.

      I head straight for her.

      As soon as my feet plant in front of her, she glares.

      “What in the hell are you doing here?!”

      “Taking you home.”

      Her brows jump. “That doesn’t answer me.”

      “Let’s go.”

      “No! We came with Rowan. I don’t need-”

      I get in her face and she clamps that mouth of hers shut. “Rowan and his buddies left an hour ago.”

      “I-” she cuts herself off, licking her lips as she looks away.

      “Don’t act so surprised, Oakley. You know as well as I do, you’ve never been priority number one in his eyes.”

      “That’s fucked up,” Havannah snaps and I glare her way before looking back to Oakley.

      Her glossy eyes come back to mine and I grimace.

      Fuck.

      “I’m not a child, Alec. I can get home on my own.”

      “Walk your ass out willingly, or I carry you.”

      “I’ll go when I’m ready, not when you say!”

      I lift an eyebrow. “Did you not just tell her you were ready to go?”

      She scowls. “Were you watching me this entire time?”

      “Every move.”

      Her mouth drops open.

      When I smirk, her cheeks turn red, but not in embarrassment. She’s getting pissy.

      Love when that happens.

      “Let’s fucking go.”

      “Hey, hi!” Havannah buts in. “How about—”

      “Quiet.”

      Oakley’s eyes flash and she steps forward but stumbles over her own damn feet. I catch her as she falls into me and she chuckles to herself, shaking her head.

      “Whatever you say, Alec. You always get your way as it is.”

      I hold her up by her waist as her muscles start to give, my stare locked on hers. “Not even close, but we are leaving. Now.”

      “You want me to leave?” she slurs, tipping her face closer to mine. “Make me.”

      I grip Havanah’s wrist while bending to toss Oakley over my shoulder and we’re out.

      She tries to growl, but it comes out as a raspy sigh. “Is this necessary? Put me down.”

      “Say it without sounding sloshed and I will.”

      “I can...” she scoffs, flopping against my back. “Don’t want to.”

      “Right.”

      “Uh...” Havannah tries to jerk her hand from my grasp. “You can let me go, you know. I’m cool with heading home.”

      I ignore her and both girls sigh.

      When we get to my truck, I open the door for Havannah to jump in and move around to the driver side, setting Oakley between us.

      Her head drops back on the seat and not two minutes down the road, her eyes are closing.

      Havannah laughs. “She’s wasted.”

      No fucking shit.

      Ten minutes down the road and I’m pulling up in front of Havannah’s house.

      She hops out, throwing a “thanks” over her shoulder and I kick it back in gear and drive one block down to park in front of Oakley’s house.

      She’s slouched in her seat, so I don’t bother trying to wake her, but instead, pick her up and carry her inside.

      Her dad’s out of town on business, so I pull her keys from her bag and let myself in, choosing to lay her on the couch.

      When I set her down her lids pop open and she stares at me, her eyes sharp but I know her head is fogged.

      A fact that becomes clear when she reaches out to touch my jaw after I cover her with the throw blanket from the armchair.

      Her hand trails across my stubble before sliding down my chin and falling to the blanket.

      “I’m gonna get you some water, all right?” I tell her, and she nods.

      I quickly grab a water bottle from her fridge and bring it back to her, finding she’s sitting up a little more, her head lying against her hands on the back of the couch.

      She takes the water, keeping her eyes on me as she drinks.

      “You can go now,” she slurs.

      “I’ll go when I’m ready,” I mock her earlier words and she scoffs, a small grin on her lips.

      She’s quiet a few minutes as she surveys me. She sighs, her blinks slowing as the alcohol starts to win over. “You’re a mean boy.”

      I smirk. “I’m not a boy.”

      “No...” her eyes trace over me, before slowly making their way back to my face. “Guess not.”

      I don’t look away and neither does she.

      “You stole a kiss from me once.”

      I nod. “I did.”

      “Why do I feel like you wanna steal another?”

      “’Cause you feel me. On the inside.”

      She doesn’t deny it, but she’s also not so sure it’s true.

      “Are you going to...” she whispers. “Steal another one?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “Nope.” I sit back. “I’m gonna wait till you give it to me.”

      Her lips smash together, but her laughs still breaks free, making me grin. She shakes her head. “You’re crazy.”

      “You make me crazy, princess.”

      Her breath gets lodged in her throat and her lids grow lower, and this time it’s not with sleep.

      I gotta get out of here.

      “Alec—”

      I hop up, cutting her off. “Go to sleep, Oakley.”

      Hurt flashes across her face, but it’s different than the kind I usually warrant from her. She feels shut down, something I’d never fucking do, but she’s drunk. She won’t remember this tomorrow. I want her sober when it hits her, she belongs with me.

      I move to sit on the porch, keeping the door open for a good hour or more to make sure she doesn’t wake up sick, then lock up as I get set to take off, but as I’m leaving Rowan is walking across her lawn.

      His glare shifts from me to the house and back. “What are you doing here?”

      “Got her home safe after you left her out alone.”

      “How’d you know she was alone?”

      I don’t say anything and he scoffs, shaking his head.

      “Bet you just loved that, huh? Another chance for the asshole to try and redeem himself.”

      “Look, I’m done with this bullshit Rowan. Over it.”

      He eyes me wearily. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you had your chance. I’m going for it now.” His nostrils flare as my chin lifts. “I’m going for her.”

      “Why now?”

      “I want her, Rowan, and it’s obvious you don’t. I’m telling you so you don’t get blindsided, even though I don’t owe you shit of an explanation. You knew I wanted her in the beginning, and still you pushed for her.”

      He laughs bitterly, but I sense his uncertainty. He knows damn well there’s something hiding behind her eyes when I’m around. It’s been there since day one. “You think it’s that easy? That you can just have her because you want her, end of story? ‘Cause it’s not.”

      I step closer to him and he meets my stride.

      “Maybe I do want her, and just haven’t said it yet.” Panic flashes across his face. “If you plan to make a move, then I’ll have no choice but to give in to our connection. I wanted to wait awhile, but if now is the time, then so be it.”

      I flex my wrist to keep from knocking his ass out.

      I know what he’s playing at.

      “You’re saying if I go to her tomorrow and tell her I want her, that you’ll do the same?”

      He hesitates a moment but then nods. “I won’t lose her to you.”

      “You’re being selfish and you know it.”

      “And you know I hold the cards here, Alec.”

      Bastard.

      I’m confident she’s meant for me, but I also know what she’s holding on to has a grasp on her and she’d force herself to give it a try, even if, in the end, it didn’t feel right.

      I grind my teeth. “This is your last fucking chance, Rowan. I swear to God, next time you and I have this conversation, I won’t step back.”

      I turn and walk away before he can respond.

      I’m gonna take the job I was offered, show her how deep this runs for me, and when I get back, fuck everyone who tries to get in my way.

      Next time I see her, she’ll know.

      In the end, it’s us.
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      Oakley

      

      My leg bounces in anticipation as Hillock, my dad’s partner in crime, makes his way to the front of the room in no particular hurry. Instantly, the recruits cut their chatter, and silence fills the room.

      Eyes roaming the class, he stands there, showing no emotion, and I fight not to laugh as he goes for the intimidation factor.

      With a clap of his hands, he holds his arms out wide, and the term officially begins.

      “Welcome to Blackline Academy. We’re more than excited with the lot we have this round. We reviewed thousands of applicants, and it’s come down to the twenty-one of you. As you know, our focus here at Blackline is to train you to the best of both yours and our abilities in the art of firefighting. And, while you all have what it takes to graduate from this program and move forward to have a successful career as a firefighter, based on your pre-academy testing scores, this does not guarantee you will graduate Blaze. Making it in Blaze is contingent upon your performance and progression throughout the entirety of the program. We demand your all, but in the end, it still might not be enough. I will tell you the most I’ve seen make it through Blaze in a single class is four.” He looks across all the eager faces. “I’ve also seen zero.”

      I glance around the room, seeing some eyes widen, some blow out slow breaths, and others sit taller in their seats as reality sets in.

      Hillock walks the front of the room, locking eyes with each and every student. “We will push you past the breaking point—mentally, physically, emotionally. You’ll want to quit at least once a week. Don’t.” He pauses, briefly glancing my way. “You worked your ass off for this spot; don’t fucking waste it. It’s damn good to hope for Blaze, but above all, remember why you’re here. To make a difference and save lives.”

      The recruits nod, soaking in all he has to say.

      Once he’s gone over all the basics and his version of motivational speaking, the group is dismissed to get their gear from their vehicles and hit the first official session.

      When the last student exits, I make my way to him with a grin.

      “How’d I do, sweetheart?” He winces.

      This was his first go at the opening ceremony speech. Usually, it’s my dad who handles these things, but since he ran out on an unexpected and unexplained emergency three days ago, Hillock had no choice but to start us off.

      “I’d give you a solid seven-five,” I tease, and he chuckles, grabbing his belongings. “Taking off?”

      “I am. It’s just you and the rest of the staff for a bit, Oaks.” He eyes me. “You good?”

      I wink at him. “I’ve got this, Uncle. Be safe on your trip. Sorry you had to postpone it for a few days.”

      “Not your worry. See you when I get back.”

      With a wave, I make my way down the student hall to my desk, wiping the sweat from my palms onto my jeans.

      Day one of academy always has me high-strung. I’ll be pulling a twelve-hour shift today and likely every other day for a while. It’s only my second time kicking off the program as the official coordinator since I myself graduated Blaze last year, and I plan to nail it.

      Especially since Rowan, my close friend and neighbor growing up, finally passed his entrance exams. This is his chance to prove he’s tough enough to call himself a Blaze, something he’s wanted since my dad brought him here on a tour freshman year.

      Blaze is what we call the advanced specialized team here at Blackline Academy. Only the ones who excelled at entrance exams can even attempt to try for it. Even then, you still have to be hand-selected to participate in the extended program, and Rowan is determined to make it happen. He was devastated when I passed on my first go, and he didn’t, but he never let it keep him from coming back and trying again. Even my dad, who isn’t exactly fond of him for whatever reason, has mentioned the dedication he’s seen.

      “Oak!”

      Speak of the devil.

      I spin around and smile at Rowan as he jogs up, his duffel bag flung over his shoulder.

      “Hey! Ready for today?” I ask him as he leans in to kiss my cheek.

      “Hell yeah. Watch me rock this, Oakley. I’ve got it in the bag.”

      I laugh and slip through the door he’s holding open for me. “It’s gonna be hard, Rowan. You should expect the worst, and sometimes, it’ll seem easier. That’s what I had to do.”

      “Nah, I not only have you here to share all your tricks …” He backs me against the counter, and my eyes dart to the door, seeing a few students headed this way. His eyes drop to my lips and then slowly come back to mine. “But I’ve also got a feeling this whole thing will be easier than I thought.”

      I eye him. First, because thoughts like that completely contradict everything I assumed he was feeling. No part of this is easy, and it shouldn’t be approached as if it is. Unless, of course, psyching himself out works as motivation for him. And, second, where the hell is this boldness coming from?

      I mean, I’m all for it. I’ve pushed the friendship line a thousand times over the years, hoping he’d take the bait, but in the end, he’s never bitten. He’s either never noticed or pretended not to.

      But this? Right now? His lower half flush against me as I press against the counter, the curves of his muscles rubbing against my chest, reminding me how thin these damn T-shirts are. This is the bravest side of Rowan I’ve ever seen. I look from his dark hair to his honey eyes.

      “You think you’ve got what it takes?” I tease.

      He smirks, flipping my ponytail over my shoulder. “Oh, yeah.”

      I follow his lead, placing my hands on his upper arms, feeling my way across the cuts of his biceps, and he glances over his shoulder and then back.

      “Care to share why?”

      With an uneasy chuckle, he licks his lips and steps back as people shuffle in and head down the hall. “I’d better get going. Feel like getting wings tonight?”

      I take a deep breath, offering a half-smile. “I wish, Row, but I can’t. I’ll be working late today.”

      I do my best to keep the frown off my face, but he just came in hot and blew out with the breeze. A girl needs time to process.

      He nods, a deep crease forming across his forehead. “Right. Yeah.” He looks back at me. “You have to work late? You can’t … take anything home and do it there?”

      I tilt my head. “This is nothing new; you know that. I work ridiculous hours the first couple of weeks of every new group to smooth out the kinks. It’s the busiest time for me. And, yeah, I could take it home … if I wanted to jeopardize the program.”

      “I know, but …” He curses under his breath and then narrows his eyes at me. “Just be smart, Oakley, okay?”

      My head pulls back, but I don’t get a chance to ask him what he’s referring to because the alarm sounds, indicating roll call in ninety seconds.

      With a shake of his head, he sighs and storms through the door, leaving me standing here wondering what the hell all that was about.
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      Oakley

      

      “Hey.”

      I look up with a smile. “Hi. Done already?” I glance at the clock, seeing it’s already lunchtime for the recruits.

      “Yep. Come eat at my truck with me?”

      My shoulders slump. “I wish I could, but I have so much to do. Someone broke the lock off the back door last night, so I’m waiting for the locksmith to get here. I had a company say they could be here in an hour, but I called my dad, and he said I had to wait for a certain guy.” I roll my eyes. “And, apparently, this certain guy will be here when he gets here. I’ll be eating on the clock.”

      Rowan scowls at me. “Isn’t that not allowed or something? You’ve gotta eat, Oakley. Come on.”

      He seems so adamant; it’s strange.

      “Well … considering my dad owns this place, it’s not only allowed, but it’s also mandatory.” I watch him fidget with the strap of his bag. “Everything okay?”

      “You coming or not?”

      I frown at him. “What’s your issue?”

      “Forget it. Look, I wanted to tell you before, but there was never really a good time.”

      “Good time for … what?”

      He opens his mouth to speak but doesn’t get the chance.

      “Should have known. Wherever Rowan is, his shadow is, too.”

      A chill runs down my spine as he speaks.

      My body freezes, my chest heating.

      No. No, no, no …

      Rowan frowns, drops his gaze to the floor, and then looks back up with a tight smile. He leans in to kiss my cheek and then uses his middle finger to salute the ass behind me.

      On his way to his truck, Rowan glances back three times, frowning, even though he can’t see through the reflective window. But, as soon as he hits the parking lot, he starts chatting with some of his classmates.

      With a swallow, I force an unaffected glare on my face and then spin around. But the sassy words I had planned die on my lips the minute my eyes crash into a pair of hunter-green eyes.

      Alec.

      Instantly, he scowls, those dark eyes narrowing farther by the second, but he says nothing. He simply stares a minute and shakes his head. Then, when his phone beeps in his pocket, he roughly exits through the door he entered.

      It’s probably a good thing, too, considering every time he speaks in my presence, it’s with the sole purpose of being a dick. He loves to remind me how I’m more worthless to him than the smoke stains on his white T-shirt.

      And maybe, at some point, I was.

      But I’m not anymore.

      I earned the coveted title. I graduated Blaze, just as he did.

      I just chose not to go out on official Blaze business afterward—whatever that truly entails.

      All I wanted was to be a part of the journey these men and women willingly take, to have the knowledge and understanding needed to get on their level, and push them to be a better version of themselves, to help them realize they were stronger than even they knew. Help create heroes.

      Had I not gone through what they were set to, how could I sit back and demand anything of anyone?

      With a sigh, I lean back in my chair, crossing my arms.

      My dad has some serious explaining to do. He must have worked damn hard to pull this wool over my head.

      So, Alec is back.

      Two years ago—the day after my eighteenth birthday, to be exact—he left for Northern California. They had some heavy fires, several over the course of a year, so my dad took his highest-ranking Blaze in Blackline history and sent him on his way.

      I remember it was just after my and Rowan’s high school graduation when the offer rolled in. I was set to start at Blackline that fall, and Rowan had just gotten word he’d failed his first attempt at entrance.

      Alec had only just started acting like a decent human right around then. He seemed more relaxed than ever before. So, at first, I thought he was going to pass on the job and choose to stay here in our hometown instead.

      For the first time in years, he stopped making comments every five seconds about how I was Rowan’s unwanted shadow and how he’d never see me the way I hoped. Alec even started to come around a bit more. Well, more than he had all through our high school years anyway, which instantly had me on edge. I had to be sure I was always on top of my game, for fear he’d be quick to throw me off.

      He came along to several end-of-year events and offered to be our DD on more than one occasion. Sure, that usually meant he acted like my dad and embarrassed me by refusing to let me drink. Every time I did, he’d tell some crap story about me as a kid. Eventually, I just gave up and did what I could to have fun, sober.

      But, after our last trip to the beach that summer, he started acting even more out of character. He didn’t tease anymore. In fact, he didn’t say anything, but he was always there. That had me on high alert as he waited in the wings to burn the bridge, should I try to cross it.

      Then, the night before he left, I woke up to get a drink of water and heard Rowan and Alec arguing out front. I couldn’t hear much, just Alec telling Rowan how selfish he was and that he was done waiting on standby. Then, Rowan mentioned something about holding all the cards. The next day, Alec was gone.

      I hadn’t even known until Rowan casually mentioned it two days later.

      The first few weeks that followed, everything felt off. I was so used to the anxiety that would build every time there was a possibility he’d be near that when the source of the nerves was gone, it felt bizarre. But, after a while, it was like he had never been there. Rowan never spoke of him, my dad didn’t say a word, and day-to-day living went smoothly. I didn’t have to look over my shoulder anymore.

      Everything was … normal. Comfortable.

      But now? Less than two minutes under the same roof as him?

      My heart is racing, my cheeks are burning, and I can’t think straight.

      All clear signs … Alec is back, and so is the rush that comes along with him.
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      Oakley

      

      I pretend not to hear Rowan approach and continue going over today’s schedule.

      “Come on now, Oaks. Don’t be mad at me.” He walks up behind me, his chest brushing against my back. “You know you can’t be mad at me,” he whispers with a smile, but his cutesy boy act won’t cut it right now.

      I shake my head and keep reading. “I’m not mad, Rowan, just thrown off. You knew day one was important. Clearly, you were aware he was here. It would’ve been nice to have a bit of a warning.”

      “I just … it’s not like your dad warned you, and I didn’t want to freak you out. You were so pumped for start, I didn’t wanna ruin it. I know how much you hate him.”

      “My dad not telling me is another story. And I don’t hate him. He’s just … difficult to be around.”

      Rowan’s hands find my upper arms, and he spins me to face him, his caramel eyes weary and flitting between mine. “How so?”

      A laugh bubbles out of me. “How so? Seriously? Row, all he ever does is try to make me feel like a fool. If he does that here, tries to undermine me in front of everyone, the other instructors might start to question my abilities. I won’t have that. The staff respects me—and not because of my dad. I earned it. I don’t want his perception of me to ruin that.”

      “So, avoid him,” he tells me, his forehead pinched.

      “How exactly do you expect me to do that? Apparently, he replaced Reff, meaning he and I are basically partners.”

      “Partners?”

      My brows lift slightly, and I nod.

      “Shit.” He licks his lips and glances away and then back.

      I eye him. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” He nods, rubbing the back of his neck. “Yeah, I’m good.”

      With a small smile, I tilt my head, placing my hand on his chest. “Spill it, Row. What’s going on?”

      The hard thud of the door hitting the wall has our heads turning in that direction, finding Alec standing there with a blank expression.

      He looks from me to my hand on Rowan’s chest and back, his eyes taking on a hardened glare. With his jaw set tight, his hands form fists at his sides.

      I didn’t notice, but Rowan must have moved closer because when I try to pull my hand back, I find it’s stuck between us.

      I lift my gaze to Rowan, finding his eyes tight around the edges, his focus on the other man in the room.

      I feel like I’m missing something here …

      As if I spoke it out loud, Alec breaks his frozen state and drops a large file on my desk, one I didn’t even realize he’d taken. “There’s no date next to the signature on this guy’s clearance papers. He shouldn’t have been allowed to start today.”

      “That’s not possible.” With a shake of my head, I squeeze past Rowan, flipping open the folder to the page in question. “I triple-checked every … shit.”

      Alec scoffs, “If you’re too distracted with other things, perhaps this job isn’t for you.”

      I turn my scowl on him.

      Who the hell does he think he is? Where the hell does he think he is?

      Blaze or not, this is my zone. He just happens to be standing in it.

      “I’m great at what I do. And you know good and well, admin isn’t in my job descrip—”

      “Isn’t it?” he cuts me off, raising a brow. “Your signature’s all over these forms.”

      Fuming, I stand tall. “Like any professional trying to run an advanced program, I like order. To get it, I oversee as much as possible, as precaution, to smooth shit out, so I can focus on other things, like the success of the recruits. So, yes, you will see my name all over because I refuse to allow this academy to lack in any area. We’re highly sought out for a reason.”

      He stares, those green of his eyes burning into me. My cheeks heat, but I refuse to look away. His tricks are getting old.

      After a few moments, he gives a doubtful, “We’ll see.”

      “Don’t be a dick, Alec,” Rowan spits out, speaking for the first time.

      Alec’s gaze slices to him, anger rolling off him, but he doesn’t say a word.

      There’s crazy tension between these two, and while I wish I knew why, time’s ticking.

      “Rowan”—I look to him—“you should go.”

      He turns his glare on me. “You’re not coming?”

      “We talked about this. Day one, remember?”

      His frown deepens, and he licks his lips, nodding. “Right.”

      “Did you … need something?” I ask him.

      He stares at me for a moment and then laughs lightly. “Nah. I’m good. Call me tonight.”

      I nod, my eyes widening when his lips land at the corner of my mouth rather than on my cheek, like normal.

      Too stunned to react, I nod again.

      He walks backward toward the door, shifting his eyes to Alec. “See you around, Teach.”

      Still, Alec doesn’t respond. He just watches as the door shuts behind Rowan.

      Now that we’re alone, I spin to face him. “How dare you question me and my rank.”

      “What rank? You’re here, wasting away your hard work—”

      “Don’t act like you know shit about what I’m doing!”

      He takes a step closer, and my spine straightens.

      “I don’t see you taking jobs, like a true Blaze would.”

      “Don’t push me, Alec, or I might just push back.”

      A slow smirk stretches across his lips. “Bettin’ on it, Oakley. Bettin’ on it.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s eight before I see him again.

      “You done?” He frowns at the hand weights that line the wall of the gym.

      “Everything looks good. The locksmith came, repaired, and replaced what he needed. All the equipment was signed off on and cleared for use.” I nod, dusting my hands across my jeans, scanning the room to be sure I haven’t forgotten anything.

      “Did you not check these before they were used today?”

      My brows pinch. “Course I did.”

      “Then, why are you wasting your time again?” He pulls his phone from his pocket, frowning at the screen before stuffing it back in.

      “There’s always room for error.”

      “Like the missing date from this morning?”

      I open my mouth to defend myself but think better of it. Even though it wasn’t my error, I was the second set of eyes and still missed it. I’ll take the hit.

      He stares at me and then turns around and walks back toward the door. “Come on.”

      “I—”

      “Now.”

      Dick.

      I should tell him to kick rocks, what with his demanding attitude and all, but when I follow him into the kitchen to find he’s had food delivered, I’m glad I didn’t.

      Without turning from the take-out boxes, he says, “Make a damn plate. All you’ve eaten today is a can of Pringles.”

      I don’t know how he knows that, but I don’t argue. The food smells too good, and I’m starved.

      I mumble a quick, “Thanks,” and step up to the counter.

      As I pile up a plate, I hear Alec take a seat at the table behind me, his chair scraping against the concrete floor. I do my best to ignore that he’s there, but I can feel him watching my every move.

      It’s always felt like a Cyclops stare where Alec is concerned. His eyes burn my skin anytime his gaze lands on mine, and I start to trip up, overanalyzing everything, knowing he’s watching. And he’s always watching.

      Once my plate is full, I go to exit the room, jumping when his water bottle slams against the tabletop.

      “I suggest you keep your little relationship off Blackline grounds. Unless you consider grinding on your boyfriend a special skill.”

      With a gasp, I spin to face him, but again, words fail me.

      With his arms crossed over his wide chest, his angry eyes sear me.

      He smirks; it’s ugly and full of malevolence. “Are you not going to deny you’re dry-fuckin’ on the clock? On my time? I am your superior after all.”

      “What?” My eyes shoot wide, and his smirk disappears, pure disdain blanketing his features.

      Oh my God … Rowan. He was all over me this morning, but it was far from anything Alec’s making it out to be.

      Wait. Alec … saw?

      Kill me.

      What can I say? I can’t deny it; he was obviously watching.

      Creeper.

      I meet his eyes and see that his have grown slightly tenser—not quite as angry, but more … intrusive. “I’d say it wasn’t what it looked like, but not only is that none of your business, but it would also be me making an excuse for something that never should have happened out in the open like that.” The corners of his eyes crease slightly. “I can at least say it won’t happen again.”

      With that, I spin around to walk out.

      Only then do I notice the seat across from his has been pushed out, a fresh bottle of water and napkin in front of it—an invitation for me to join him.

      And here I was, in a rush to leave.

      I look to him with my brows drawn in, my face a perfect picture of confusion. He keeps his eyes on his food.

      “Go.”

      One word, and suddenly, I feel like a weight’s been placed on my chest. My feet refuse to move, and my eyes don’t listen when I tell them to leave his face.

      Hurt.

      I heard it in his voice. It was small, almost unnoticeable, but it was new, so through the ever-present anger, I caught it.

      He wanted me to sit, eat, and enjoy. With him.

      The pressure increases, making it harder to breathe, and I glance away and then back.

      “Go, Oakley.”

      He still doesn’t look at me, and as I walk out, my head down and appetite suddenly gone, I realize something.

      I could never stand an angry Alec, but a hurt one … he’s dangerous.
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      Oakley

      

      “Free time’s over!” Alec yells from down the hall.

      I peek at my watch and roll my eyes, shoving the last of my banana in my mouth as I make my way to Alec’s office. He seems to be under the impression he’s in charge around here, and so far, I’ve found it’s easier to let him believe that. Gotta pick my battles, and I think I’ll save my ammo for another.

      “You rang, oh mighty one.”

      He doesn’t turn around but starts sifting through files on his desk. “That smart mouth. Better be careful, Oakley. I think I like it.”

      My eyes fly to the back of his head, narrowing as I grow suddenly anxious. “Oh, please, this is nothing new, and you hate being challenged in any way, especially when it comes from me.”

      “Watch how you word things. Challenged by you? Love every second of that. Challenged for you? That’s when things get slippery.”

      I shake my head. “I’m sorry, did you need something? Because I don’t speak Alec enigmas.”

      “Sure you do. You just choose to ignore it. But you won’t be able to forever.”

      “I’m gonna get back to work since you’re being a drama-dick,” I snap, flustered and confused.

      “This must be new, all that lip you’re givin’. I don’t much remember it.”

      “No?”

      “Nope.”

      “Not even the time you showed up at Sam Harris’s party with the sole purpose of embarrassing me? Because I specifically remember you telling me that exact same thing.”

      He scoffs, and I glare at his back.

      “Right. You told me to kiss your ass but got mad when I told you to bend over so I could. You bitched at me for a solid hour.”

      “You made it seem like we were sleeping together!”

      “And? Sam invited you to the party so he could fuck you,” he tells me, as if that makes it better. “That wasn’t about to happen.”

      My face heats as I remember it. Everyone figured I was a slut until Rowan got back from the trip he had been on with his history class and set them straight. Funny how they wouldn’t believe it, coming from me. Idiots.

      “Tell me more, Oakley.”

      “Prom.”

      “Oh, yeah. That was a good night.” He looks over his shoulder, letting his smirk be seen, and then turns back.

      “You paid off the limo driver! Made him go by my house before hitting the after-party, knowing my dad was in the garage, having poker night, which meant I was on lockdown for the rest of the night!”

      “Again, you bitched for a good hour before your dad told you to get inside.” He slowly spins around. “Had my first beer with him that night.”

      He eyes me as I frown at him.

      Crossing one arm over, he grabs ahold of his left bicep, his right hand holding a file. “Remember when you ‘lost’ your ID and season pass right before you were set to go on that weekend trip to North Star?”

      My jaw drops, eyes tightening.

      He doesn’t grin, just bends one leg and sits back on his desk. He tilts his head, seaweed-green eyes watching me, studying me. “You never did figure that one out, did you?”

      “Never, but I guess, now that I think about it, it makes sense.”

      “Does it?” His eyes pinch at the sides. This and the ease the words leave him in almost make him appear playful.

      I don’t know how to handle a potentially playful Alec, so I pop a shoulder. “Well, you were the one who always seemed to go out of your way to make sure things sucked for me.”

      He nods leisurely.

      “Any more confessions?” I raise a blonde brow.

      “Plenty. And they each served their purpose. Worked like a charm.”

      “While I’m glad your making me miserable got your rocks off, mind filling me in on what you need from me?”

      A slow smirk stretches across his face. “You wanna know what I need from you, huh?”

      My face heats, but the gleam in his eyes keeps me from looking away.

      Son of a bitch, he is being playful.

      Alec kicks off his desk and walks toward me. As he passes, he pauses to speak near my ear, “Think about it, princess. It wasn’t about who was getting their ‘rocks off.’ It was about, at the end of the night, who guaran-fucking-teed … wasn’t. As for what I need, we’ll save that for another time. And there will be another time.”

      I can’t even begin to focus on what he means because his voice just dropped to a level I’d never heard. It was low, smooth, yet still held a jagged edge. A secret inference.

      I turn my head first and then my body, and I stare at him.

      This man, he tormented me for years, bashed me in front of dozens of people, made day-to-day life harder than necessary. Yet here he stands, eyes blazing, looking all too ready and hard up. And, stupid girl, I’m right there with him.

      Right when I open my mouth, finally believing I can form a proper sentence, he speaks. “First eval for today.”

      He tosses me the file, and in a daze, I catch it and open it. My eyes fly to his.

      “No way. I can’t be in here for this. You probably shouldn’t even be allowed to do this.”

      “I am, you can, and you will.” He stands taller, reaching for the door handle.

      I didn’t even notice I’d shut it behind me.

      This freaking stranger in front of me lets his eyes burn down my body with a purpose I’ve never seen. And what the holy hell? It creates an overpowering flare deep in my bones. I watch, completely transfixed and undeniably turned on by this asshole as his tongue pokes out to lick the corner of his lips, forcing my teeth to bite into mine.

      “I can see it in those wide ocean eyes of yours. The curiosity, the tension you’re feeling right now. You might not understand it yet, but you can’t deny it either.”

      He licks his lips again, and suddenly, I’m in dire need of some Carmex.

      “Wanna know the best part of this?” he asks, getting no response from me. “While he’s in here, within mere inches from where you’ll sit, it’ll be me on your mind. And I’ll be sitting there, cementing the look I know I’ll find on your telling little face to memory, reveling in the fact that I put it there. That, while he sits beside you, whatever crosses your secretly dirty mind will be about me for once. But that’s not even the best part.”

      I watch him quickly tip his head toward the door, and then he stalks his way to me.

      I don’t breathe. Don’t move. This is not the Alec I know. He’s a damn imposter. An intense, strong, and dominant imposter.

      “The best part is … he’ll know. Because that flush on your neck and the black taking over your lust-filled eyes don’t lie. Never have.”

      Now it’s me who stares. At his eyes. His lips. His chest. Back to his eyes.

      “Time for some fun.”

      My brows pull in right as the door opens, and Alec’s menacing smirk returns.

      “Let’s do thi—what the fuck?”

      Eyes wide with guilt, I quickly step back from Alec, who doesn’t move an inch to greet Rowan, our first eval of the day.

      Oh my God!

      Alec played me. That dick!

      I flip around to glare at him, and he looks past me.

      “Let’s get started.”

      “What is this?” Rowan questions again, coming to stand behind me.

      I look to Alec, seeing the vein in his neck pop slightly.

      “It’s evaluation time. Sit.”

      “Oakley.”

      Rowan spins me around, and I grow even redder, just thinking he can see how hot and bothered I feel.

      Jesus. Alec struck again, but this time, he fired closer to home, manipulating me directly into seeing him as more than the lame-ass he is. Just to try to prove some sort of point to Rowan.

      “What’s going on?”

      Rowan’s brown eyes scan my face, and I try to get lost in his soft features.

      I smile at him, but he knows me well and can see something’s off.

      He stares at me. I can see the accusation in his eyes, but more than that, the dip of his brows tells me he’s worried. And of course he is. He knows how much Alec despises me. He must have been hoping, like me, that Alec had matured some in the two years he was gone, lose the need to rip at me. Guess we wished for too much.

      “Don’t worry, Row,” I assure him, reaching out to rub his forearm.

      The loud smack of a file hitting the desk has me jumping back and glaring over my shoulder.

      Alec stares vacantly in our direction. “Unless you want to work through the night, Oakley, I suggest you two sit down.”

      Reluctantly, we both move to sit.

      Once seated, Rowan relaxes, and I can see he’s excited about his first round of evaluations.

      “Your conditioning and drill ground skills are better than half the class. I can see you put in the work your advisor recommended, pre-program.”

      Rowan grins, nodding at Alec, and I offer him a smile when he peeks my way.

      Alec continues going over Rowan’s form and things he can do to jump to an even more impressive level, and I start to tune him out. Eventually, my eyes have roamed over all there is to look at in this room, and then they land on Alec.

      He’s not necessarily excited as he speaks to Rowan about his performance. Truly, he looks uninterested, hollow as he stares, speaking directly to him.

      Or maybe it’s just the way his face looks. Perpetually angry, jaded.

      A little rugged but still well kept.

      Okay, now, I’m staring.

      But I mean, Alec is grown.

      And, yeah, okay, when he left, he was a twenty-year-old fire academy graduate. Obviously, he was trim and fit, but in the two years that he was gone, he’s … I don’t know … filled out. Seems to have grown taller, has this tan, tough skin that looks like it’s already lived. His hair, a dark iron brown, is still kept short, a standard fade with a little on top to play with. I can’t say for sure, but I’m betting he’s got some tattoos under that T-shirt. He’s grown into himself. That seductive tone he used on me earlier, while just a trap to knock me off-track in front of Rowan, was intense. I can’t imagine how he’d be if it was for real.

      I wonder if that silky roughness carries over into the bedroom.

      My eyes shoot up as I think it, and, son of a bitch …

      While Alec isn’t looking at me, the satisfied crease at the edge of his eyes mocks me.

      I peek at Rowan, finding crinkles framing his eyes as he tries to focus on what he’s telling Alec, but his gaze keeps sliding my way.

      “You need to find a study partner.” Alec cuts a quick glare my way. “One who’s in your class. Your written exams are weak, below average even. It’s only week two, but better to get a handle on this now than fall behind later.”

      “Are you serious?” Rowan complains, throwing himself back in his chair.

      Oh shit. This is why I didn’t want to be in here.

      I put two and two together, based on Rowan’s comments on day one. He thought, having both myself and Alec here, he’d have some leeway, and he doesn’t. Won’t. If anything, it will be harder.

      “Dead serious. You can’t just put all your time in the gym. Being fast and strong doesn’t make you a good firefighter. And it sure as hell won’t make you a Blaze. It’s a thousand times more than that. Put in the effort, and you’ll be fine.”

      “Don’t think you’re sly, Alec.” Rowan’s features harden, and Alec shrugs, not changing his dry expression. “I see what you’re doing, and it won’t work. Two years gone, sure, but that little fact remains. Remember that, asshole.” With that, Rowan storms for the door but turns back to me before exiting.

      My brows pull in as I watch his nostrils flare with each breath.

      “I’m coming over tonight, Oakley.” When my head snaps back at his demand, he boldly holds his gaze steady. “Be ready for me.”

      I bite the inside of my lip to keep from frowning. That, or from calling him out on his nerve.

      This isn’t him. He’s not commanding or brash. He’s the lighthearted one of the two of us. It’s why we fit. And I get that Alec brings out the worst in him, but trying to appear dominant at my expense isn’t cool. He’ll definitely hear about it tonight.

      He knows it, too, which is why he breaks eye contact and heads off.

      As soon as he’s out of sight, I sigh, my shoulders dropping.

      “Get the hell out of my office.”

      With a frown, I twist to look at Alec, but he refuses to pull his eyes from the cracked screen of his phone.

      Dick.
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        * * *

      

      I smile against my pillow when my phone dings but frown when I open and read the message.

      Rowan: Can’t make it over tonight. Forgot I told Gio I’d give him a ride home after the gym. Rain check?

      Rain check?

      My brows pull in.

      On what?

      He’s the one who made it a point to say he’d be here tonight.

      With a sigh, I toss my phone to the floor and eventually fall asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      “He didn’t show last night. Did he?”

      My eyes snap to Alec’s. “Excuse me?”

      “Rowan. Did. He. Show?” he demands, like he can, and my mouth drops open. His eyes instantly fall to my lips. “Nah. He didn’t. You’re extra pissy today.”

      “Stop pretending to know anything about me,” I tell him, and his eyes come back to mine. “And mind your own business. We might be partners, temporarily if I have my way, but seriously, ask all you want about work, and let’s leave it at that.”

      “I knew this was a bad move,” he complains, eyes hard, annoyed. “You’re a distraction.”

      With a scoff, I stand, snatching my clipboard off the desk. “Whatever you say. I am not distracting him.”

      Large fists press into the cheap wood on both sides of me, forearms flexing through the tight, long-sleeved black shirt, demanding me to follow their length, past his biceps and wide shoulders.

      With a deep breath, I force my gaze to his.

      Dark green stares back, irritation burning deep.

      He crouches down, bringing his face closer to mine, raising a brow as he speaks in a raspy whisper, “Who said anything about him?”

      My brows lift, my wide stare following him as he pushes himself up and heads to the auditorium.

      I don’t get time to replay the conversation in my head because right before he’s out of sight, he snaps his fingers over his head, as if that’s supposed to make me move faster.

      I purposely wait a good twenty-five seconds before entering, choosing to stand to the side as he starts us off.

      “All right”—Alec claps, and the recruits silence themselves—“there are a few things we need to go over today. We’ll ease in this week, focus on form and proper technique, things like that. Today, we’re covering the double Ds. Oakley”—he looks to me—“I’ll need your help with demonstrations.”

      My brows pull in as I eye him because, duh, that’s how this whole partner thing works.

      He simply stares at me. Then, in one swift move, he yanks his shirt over his head and—oh my God, hello, muscle and ink and muscle.

      He’s filled out every inch of his chest. There’s not a pinch of body fat anywhere on him, nothing but solid and inked skin. Dip after dip, his abs scream at me. Hard work and harder play—that’s the vibe I’m getting. And those hip bones … it’s like someone carved ‘em out. They’re so … there. Staring at me, inviting—

      “Distraction,” Alec says loudly, and my eyes fly to his, light chuckles sounding from around the room. “It’s a dangerous, dangerous thing,” he tells the class with a straight face, but humor lines his eyes. “When you are given a task, do not let anything get in your way. Find your focus and be effective every damn time.”

      I’ll strangle him. He used me as a live lesson in front of my own recruits, in front of Rowan. Dirty bastard.

      Two can play this game though. Double Ds he said, huh?

      “I say we start with push-ups, a basic upper-body strengthening tool,” I tell him, speaking for the first time.

      All eyes land on me. My gaze falls on Rowan, who shakes his head and looks away.

      “Boys and girls,” Alec mocks. “Oakley Rivera, your secondary instructor. She graduated Blaze a year ago.”

      I meet the off-putting gaze of each recruit, skipping past Rowan.

      There’s a perception built within them, one they can’t control, which is autotuned to assume the large, intimidating man in the room is who they’ll learn from, who will guide them. Can’t fault ‘em for it.

      “You were saying?” Alec prompts.

      “Thirty in twenty seconds. Proper form is a must. If everyone gets it on the first try, we’ll move along.”

      I turn to Alec, raising a brow, and he shrugs.

      “Sounds good.”

      “Good.” I grin spitefully. “Time for the demonstration.”

      He scowls my way and then drops to the mat. “Tell me when.”

      I set the timer on my watch and then drop down beside him, smirking on the inside when his eyes narrow. “When.”

      The class watches—me more than him, I’d bet—and a few count out loud. We stay neck and neck, neither tiring nor slowing our speed. When I pop up, he gives one last, full push-up.

      I fight the urge to laugh when he hops to his feet right as the timer sounds. He completed thirty-one push-ups in twenty seconds, just like I knew he would.

      I stare at him. His chest puffs slightly, and his hands find his hips.

      He gives a little tilt of his head, as if to say, There you go.

      Too easy and completely expected.

      Stupid man.

      My lip twitches slightly before I turn to face the class, noticing they’re standing a little taller, a bit more attentive, as they await my words.

      “Discipline. It’s a crucial, crucial thing,” I say, mocking his little “distraction” speech.

      The group chuckles. I peek over my shoulder at him.

      He licks his lips and looks away. His way of fighting a smile, I’m sure of it, and I find myself grinning, too.

      When I turn back around, it’s Rowan’s angry eyes that pull me in, and I falter for a moment, but my partner takes his place beside me and picks back up.

      “Discipline is key to your success here at Blackline,” he tells them. “When you’re given a task by your executor, it’s your job to complete it as instructed. Taking things into your own hands can cause disaster, loss of structure, or, worst of all, loss of life.”

      “As a firefighter,” I begin again, feeding off Alec’s words. “Your truest test will be your ability to follow instructions and work as a team. This is not to say instincts should be ignored, but here at Blackline, we’ll help you recognize instinct over impulse.”

      “And there you have it. The double Ds: distraction and discipline. Now, let’s get started.”

      We move from station to station, two by two, demonstrating and then recording each person’s skill.

      At the end of the session, Alec has everyone grab their bags and drop onto the mat as he goes over the plan for the rest of the week. He’s very intricate in his explanations, making sure each and every recruit understands what’s being asked of them.

      I watch him, and after a minute, his eyes swing to mine.

      I quickly look to my score sheet but hear the slight grin in his tone as he continues, “As you all know, on top of the standard six hundred hours of fire academy, Blackline requires an additional one hundred hours of after-hours assignments by the end of the program. These are extra ground drill hours you put in, rounds at the gym you were all given access to—things like that. Pull your tracker packs out, and let me see who got time in last night.”

      I start checking off the names he rattles off, my pen freezing when he gets to Rowan and gives me a, “No.”

      My eyes slowly slide his way.

      Rowan clears his throat, not meeting my stare, especially when Gio, the guy he said he was giving a ride home to, also says he didn’t get his routine in.

      With a shake of my head, I glance away, but of course, Alec makes sure to grab my attention. The corner of his mouth harshly tips up. He just had to dig and find out for sure, and to think he seemed halfway decent there for a minute.

      Dick.

      And why did Rowan lie? He could have simply said he was tired or didn’t feel like it or whatever. I probably would have been disappointed either way, but oh well. The lie was pointless, which ticks me off. As far as I knew, we didn’t lie to each other. We never had a reason to.

      “All right.” Alec pulls his phone out, frowns at the screen, and then looks to the clock. “Go. Eat your lunch.”

      I’m the first one out the door, but lo and behold, Alec is hot on my heels.

      I walk faster.

      “Why couldn’t you admit that he didn’t show up last night?”

      “Mind your business, Alec.”

      “What, you embarrassed your boyfriend doesn’t want you enough to make the late-night trip to your place, like any other fuckin’ man would?”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” I slap my clipboard on my desk and continue through to the employee hallway.

      He follows.

      Of course he does.

      “Isn’t it humiliating? Wishing for someone who will never really be yours?”

      “Go away,” I sing-song and walk into the restroom to wash my hands, taking a second to catch my breath over the sink.

      He hit the nail on the head. It’s humiliating all right.

      Here Alec is, assuming Rowan and I are together when we’re not. Letting him believe so only makes me look like the fool with a fool, but the thought of him knowing the truth makes me uneasy. But I have no idea why.

      “It’s never gonna happen, Oakley!” he shouts through the door. “He’ll never want you right!”

      With a grunt, I shove the door open, tossing my wet towel at him. “What does that even mean, want me right?”

      “Exactly what I said. He’ll never want you the right way. Not enough.”

      “Enough for what?” I shout, annoyed.

      “Enough to erase everyone else.”

      My brows jump, and I slightly shake my head. “I don’t even know what you’re saying.”

      He steps close, and my spine straightens.

      “He might be your little boyfriend for the sake of the fucking word, Oakley, but just like you don’t belong to him, he doesn’t belong to you. Does he?” he growls. “You don’t feel it, do you? Feel like you have him?”

      “Fuck off, Alec.”

      “When you have a man, when he’s yours”—he inches forward, placing his hands on each side of me, locking me in place—“you’ll feel it everywhere. You’ll heat up at the thought of him, melt from his words, and you’ll fucking burn when he touches you. When he’s yours, he’ll fuck you ‘til you’re spent, and still … you’ll beg for more. Crave more. Always more.”

      My chest heaves against his. I’m pissed, irritated, and ready to flip my shit, but goddamn if I’m not aching in areas I shouldn’t.

      “He’ll fuck you ‘til you’re spent, and still, you’ll beg for more.”

      I’m hot, turned on.

      And this is Alec standing in front of me.

      He stands tall and steps back, taking in my heated skin and glazed eyes. He looks to my neck, reading my pulse, like he’s trained to do, no doubt picking up on the rapid beat of my treacherous heart. “Look at you, worked up over what it would feel like. What you’re feeling right now is nothing. Child’s play.”

      Child’s play?

      Child’s play.

      Of course.

      He thinks he can mock me. Come in here and prove some sort of point? No.

      Let’s play, asshole.

      I push off the wall and into him. “I’m not above begging,” I whisper, aligning my body with his. “But I don’t have to …”

      Alec tries hard not to look curious, but his forehead creases just a tad.

      “See,” I tip my head to the side and lie, “he already knows what I like.”

      An instant deep frown forms. He pushes into me, not a fraction of space between us, and my back hits the wall.

      My eyes widen, but still, I push. “He’s had years to learn, to explore …”

      Alec’s hands wrap around my upper arms, his grip tight. “If he fucks—”

      “When he fucks.”

      He growls, low and deep, and suddenly, it’s hard for me to breathe.

      My head drops against the wall when he brings his lips to my ear. “You have no fucking clue—”

      “What the fuck?”

      Both our heads jerk toward the door, the Employees Only door, which Rowan apparently entered.

      I jump to the side, like I was caught with my hands in Alec’s pants, while he stays in place, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “You’re not allowed back here,” he tells Rowan, and my gaze flies to his.

      That’s what he’s going with right now?

      “Fuck off.” Rowan looks to me, accusation in his eyes. “I need to talk to you.”

      “Not right now, Rowan,” I refuse, fighting not to sound breathless.

      “Yes, right now, Oakley.” His eyes narrow, and he takes a few steps closer.

      “Maybe you could, I don’t know”—I pin him with a glare—“come over later?”

      Right after I say it, I want to take it back. Yes, he lied, and that was shitty of him, but my lashing out here in front of Alec definitely doesn’t help the situation any.

      Rowan’s head pulls back, his brows jumping slightly, but it only takes a second for his features to soften. “Oak,” he calls tenderly, those golden eyes of his holding mine. “I’m sorry. Talk to me for a minute.”

      “Leave,” Alec orders.

      Rowan glares his way. “Man. Back off. Why don’t you leave, so I can talk to my girl here?”

      My brows jump at his claim.

      His girl?

      Others have said it a hundred times over, but he’s always laughed it off while I’ve always waited. Wondering if that time would be the time he agreed.

      Just now, he’s said it on his own. Claimed me for himself. Sure, it’s only Alec standing here, but that’s not the point.

      Rowan holds my gaze, and hope burns inside me.

      Is he being real, or is this all for Alec’s benefit?

      When I take a step toward Rowan, Alec takes a step toward me, his arm shooting out to capture mine.

      Brows pulled in, I lift my eyes to his.

      Alec takes one look at me, grits his teeth, and then shoulders past me. “Fuck your girl on your own time, Rowan. Not mine.”

      Aaand he’s back.

      I try not to let his comment upset me, but I can’t help the disappointment I feel as the door slams with his exit.

      Rowan doesn’t say anything at first, just looks from the door to me. “Something goin’ on I should know about?”

      I shake my head, my chest tightening as I do. Because, even though I have no reason for it, I feel guilty, like I did Rowan wrong.

      “Why was he back here with you?”

      My head tilts to the side, eyes narrowing. “Is this what you wanted to talk about?”

      He stares before sighing and runs his hands down his face. “No.”

      When he reaches for me, I allow him to pull me in and hold me tight.

      All through high school, Rowan and I flirted on the edge of a relationship. He never dated seriously, and neither did I. I always took it as a sign, thinking, one day, we’d get there. One of us just had to cross that friendship line, but I was too chicken, and he never did. Yet here we are, two years out of high school, and still, I don’t know what his skin on mine feels like, his kiss. Nothing.

      But something’s changed. I’ve felt it since the program started, things shifting. Rowan’s more touchy-feely than before, and he goes out of his way to be near me. He’s constantly checking in on me, and he texts me every night before he goes to bed.

      Still, I can’t help but feel like he’s forcing himself. When he touches me, it feels anxiety-driven, almost out of worry. When he looks at me, it’s more in sadness than resolve.

      Like right now, he whispers my name with such caution, wordlessly telling me not to read into this moment. It is, after all, a hug of apology. Not a craving for affection or the need to hold me close. Not him wanting to drown in my amber perfume or feel the way I fit against him.

      I swallow my disappointment and accept my friend’s embrace for what it is.

      “You don’t have to lie to me, Rowan. I’d prefer you say nothing rather than lie.”

      “I know. I just …” He sighs and drops his arms from around me.

      I step back and look to him. “You don’t have to explain. Really.”

      He nods, sighs again, and wraps his arm around my shoulders, pulling me under his arm and through the door. “Have lunch with me, Oaks.”

      The defeat in his voice is too much, so I nod, allowing him to pull me through the hall and out the front, but something has me glancing behind me on our way out the door.

      Alec is standing in his doorway, staring right at me.

      His face holds no expression, but his eyes tell me more.

      Alec Daniels might not hate me as much as he’d like me to believe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      “How’s my sister from another mister?”

      I laugh into my phone. “Hey, Han. What’s up?”

      “Nothing. Just had a free minute between rotations. Thought I’d try to catch my career-driven friend in the one hour a day she’s not working her ass into the ground.”

      I roll my eyes, grabbing a few drinks from the fridge, and carry them into the living room.

      “Oh, you know me. All work, all the time.”

      “And that, my dearest Oakley, is your problem,” she teases, and I shake my head. “You need some play. And, when I say play, I’m not talking the way Rowan plays. Mind games and shit.”

      I sigh. “Havannah—”

      “Uh-uh. Don’t Havannah me. We bought our first box of Kotex together, bish, so before you feed me this but Rowan crap, remember, I’ve watched the chase. And I hate that you’re around him all day again. The progress I made this summer in my get Oakley to kick him to the curb plan is in jeopardy here.”

      “Ha-ha, asshole.”

      “Seriously though, Oakie Dokie, it’s been ten years. If he hasn’t come in hot yet, love you, but it ain’t happening. Treat that shit like fire and put it the fuck out!” When I sigh, Havannah laughs in my ear. “Sorry. You know I can’t go a whole day without trying. Like the guy but not for you.”

      “Uh-huh, and you know it’s not that simple. I’ve tried several times to not want more. As you said, you were there. You know I’ve dated some, hooked up a few times. It’s not my fault that I get bored a few weeks in.”

      “So, don’t date. You’ve had sex only twice in your life and with guys your age. You need a real man. You need to sample the beefs of the world. Plaaay,” she jokes.

      My shoulders shake with laughter. “I play all day, every day.” I grin, pulling the phone from my ear to check the time. “Coolest job ever, remember?”

      Other than the newest pain in my ass.

      She’s not ready to hear about him yet. We need a solid hour for that disaster.

      “What. Ever,” she clips. “You stay your dickless self then. I miss you.”

      “Havannah, you’ve been staying here all week.”

      “And? I get home when you’re passed out, and you leave before I get up. We haven’t even crossed paths yet.”

      “I know, but we’ll have Sunday. How’s your training coming?”

      “Fine. Had to stick a catheter up a seventy-year-old man’s dick today, and the fucker started growing in my hand.”

      I bust out laughing right as my doorbell rings. “Are you shitting me?”

      “I wish! I can’t unsee that.”

      “Hey, you’re the one who wanted to be a nurse.”

      “Uh, yeah,” Havannah complains. “To cute little babies. Not hairy old men.”

      “Thought you liked ’em older?”

      “Older as in a man in his prime, who can keep me going for hours. Not a man who needs Viagra just to keep himself going!”

      We both laugh at that.

      “You’ll get there.” I pull the door open, and Rowan gives me a small grin, dropping a quick kiss to my cheek as he walks by. “Hey, I’ve gotta go. Row—”

      “Rowan’s there. Yeah, yeah. Tell him not to get comfortable in my spot on the couch. I get you this Sunday, all for myself.”

      “Love you.”

      “Same, but don’t think I’m joking.”

      “Bye.” I laugh, hanging up on her.

      I walk around the corner, finding Rowan already settled into the cushions.

      “Havannah?”

      “Yeah.” I plop down beside him. “I feel bad. She agreed to come stay with me while my dad’s gone even though it’s an extra twenty-minute commute for her to school, and I haven’t spent any time with her. Our schedules are opposite, so we can’t ever have a full conversation, just bits and pieces.”

      “She understands, and she’s just as busy as you are.”

      “Yeah. Still sucks.”

      Rowan nods and glances off, and I remember yesterday’s awkward ground drills.

      Alec had to go and yank his top off like an animal while all the attention was on the two of us. And I mean, I am a girl. I’m genetically engineered to stop and appreciate a flawless frame when it’s so brazenly displayed. Still, Rowan being there to witness it, to see me practically drooling over another man—Alec, no less—is mortifying.

      He knocks me with his shoulder, regaining my attention, and tips his chin to the TV. “What episode are we on?”

      “The beauty of Netflix is, we don’t have to know that. Just press play.”

      Rowan laughs and gets settled, tossing the remote to the floor after starting the show.

      About mid-episode, he stretches his body across the sofa, pulls me between his legs, and shifts, so he’s lying back with me on top of him.

      His hand starts rubbing circles against my back, and quickly, my form relaxes into his.

      A few minutes into the second episode of the night, he pulls the blanket over us. I smile at the TV when his head turns so he can bury his face in my hair.

      This isn’t new for us.

      Late at night, once or twice a week, this is really the only time I have Rowan how I want him.

      It’s always the same. As soon as he’s relaxed, he clings to me, holding on to me like it means something, but the next day, when I wake up, he’s gone.

      Tonight though, his hold feels a little tighter. In fact, all week, he’s made his best effort to be near me. But I’ve learned that reading into his actions only leads to disappointment because, the next day, all’s the same.

      Sometimes, I wonder if he’ll ever be ready for more, ever want more.

      Other times, I wonder how much longer I can handle being in his arms like this before I lose my friend completely. I’m afraid a day will come when I decide, if I can’t have him, I can’t hold on to him.

      And then I’ll let him go.

      “Oakley?” he whispers.

      “Yeah?”

      “You know I love you, right?”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, forcing my hand not to curl into his T-shirt. “Yeah, Row, I know.”
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        * * *

      

      When the alarm on my phone goes off, I quietly pull myself from the sofa. I’m careful not to wake Havannah, who must have crashed in my dad’s room again since I fell asleep on the couch. She refuses the guest bedroom.

      After a quick rinse, I dry my long blonde hair and dress in a pair of jeans and a Blackline Academy T-shirt.

      I send a short and sweet good morning text to my dad and write out a note for Havannah, telling her not to forget to lock up when she leaves today since I came home to an unlocked house yesterday. Then, I snag my keys and run out the door.

      When I look across my lawn to Rowan’s mom’s house, I stop.

      Rowan is standing beside his truck, dressed the same as me, holding what looks to be two protein shakes.

      He smiles, and I grin back, walking the few feet to him.

      “Look at you, up before dawn. I’m proud,” I tease.

      He chuckles. “Thought I’d try out this whole overachiever routine you’ve got going. You know, virtually no sleeping or eating and still killin’ it at everything else.”

      “Funny.” I roll my eyes, smiling.

      He holds my eyes a moment and then looks away, snickering. “I, uh … I woke up just before you today and ran to my mom’s to get showered. Thought we could ride together.”

      My gaze roams his face. “You stayed last night?”

      He licks his lips, bringing his eyes back to mine, but he doesn’t say anything, so I don’t push.

      “You sure you wanna take me?” I ask him. “You don’t have to be there for another hour and a half, and you leave before me.”

      He shrugs. “I could help you with your work.”

      I laugh. “Ooor you could go into the gym.”

      “Or that.”

      “All right.” I take one of the protein shakes from him and hip-check past him to open the passenger door. “Let’s go, Chief.”

      “Maybe one day.”

      He laughs, and I look to him.

      “Definitely one day.”

      After a few minutes, Rowan starts chuckling in his seat. “Remember our plan from when we were kids?”

      “What plan?” I tease.

      He smiles, knocking me with his elbow. “We were gonna run away together, live by the beach, and work for Willy Wonka.”

      “Eat candy all day and then play in the sand all night.”

      “Drive go-karts everywhere we went.”

      I laugh, and he joins in, glancing my way and then back at the road.

      “We had it all figured out, Oaks,” he says quietly.

      My smile turns sad, so I shift to look out the window, noticing the deep inhale he takes as I do.

      “We sure thought we did, didn’t we?”

      When we pull into the parking lot, I go to get out, but Rowan grabs my bicep, halting me. I shift my gaze to his, finding he’s looking at the only other vehicle in the lot—Alec’s truck.

      “Oakley …” He sighs and drops his chin to his chest. “When you think about your life, ten or twenty years from now, what do you see?”

      Slowly, I drop against the seat. “I’m not sure I’ve thought about it, to be honest.”

      He nods, still not looking at me. “When I think about the future, later in life and where I’ll be, there’s so much that’s blurred.”

      I understand where he’s coming from. We’re only twenty. I don’t think we’re supposed to have it all figured out yet.

      “But, Oak”—he brings his honey-colored eyes to mine—“the one thing that is clear is you, right there with me. Always.”

      I stare at him, into his soul. My friend.

      “I hope so, Rowan.” I give a half-smile, formed from sorrow, and escape the truck as quickly as I can.

      As I come around, he’s already standing there with our bags in hand. He throws his arm around my shoulders and pulls me close. I shut my eyes, letting him steer me to the door, wanting to say something about what he just admitted but unsure of what or how.

      When I hear the door open, so do my eyes, and I’m nailed with a pair of frosty green ones.

      There Alec sits, perched on my desk, with nothing in hand.

      Waiting for me.

      But why?

      My brows pull in, and I move to step forward, but Rowan’s hold on my shoulder tightens. Slowly, he pulls us through the door.

      “Everything all right?” I cautiously ask Alec, uneasiness making my stomach turn.

      He stares at me, looks to Rowan, and then stands. He says nothing, just disappears through the doorway that leads to his office.

      Rowan drops his arm from me with an irritated sigh and sets my bag down. “I’m going to the gym.” Then, he’s gone.

      And I’m left standing in the doorway, thoroughly confused and emotionally spent.

      It’s five forty-five in the morning, and I’m ready to go home.

      I move my things and plop myself into the chair. As I stare out at Rowan’s truck, our conversation replays in my head, and truly, I’m at a loss.

      As sad as it is, I can’t help but think Alec might be right. Maybe Rowan will never be able to love me right, never allow me to love him the way I’ve wanted.

      Rowan admitted that he saw me in his future, his far future.

      But how far, and what role do I play?

      And, more importantly, do I want to wait around to find out?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      “Hey, Dad,” I answer my phone on my way out the door.

      “Oakley!”

      I pause at the hood of my car. “Everything okay?”

      “Oakley, listen to me …”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Honey, where are you?”

      “Leaving for work.” I whip around when I hear what sounds like a key dropping but see no one around.

      “Call …” He groans. “Call Rowan. Have him take you.”

      My eyes widen. He’s never the first to suggest Rowan when it comes to anything involving me. Something’s up.

      I hustle around the front of my car, quickly getting behind the wheel. “Rowan doesn’t go in until seven. I have to be there by five thirty. What’s going on?”

      “I don’t want you to be alone. Listen, I’m not going to be home as early as I thought. I have more business to handle here.”

      “Okaaay.” I drop against my seat.

      “Oakley, I need you to call Havannah before you get off work and tell her to go back home tonight.”

      “But, Dad, you just said I shouldn’t be alone.”

      “I know, but I need her to go home now. She won’t do you any good, and I can’t have you there, unprotected.”

      “So then, what’s your plan? And unprotected from what?”

      “I’ll handle it, Oaks. Trust me?”

      “Dad.”

      “Honey, please. For once in your life, go with the flow, all right? I’m here, dealing with some stuff, and then … I’ll be home.”

      “Is this”—I hesitate, remembering the break-in at Blackline—“Blaze business?”

      “Not now. Be careful on your way to work and check the safety nets when you get home. Call me tonight after … well, you’ll call.”

      “You’re freaking me out.”

      He chuckles lightly, but I hear the crack in his voice when he sighs in my ear. “I love you, baby girl.”

      “Dad—”

      “Proud of you.”

      My brows pull in. “I know you are.”

      “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. You know that, don’t you?”

      “Yeah,” I speak low, my mind running wild with possibilities. “You’ve said it a million times.”

      He gives a small laugh. “Oakley, sometimes, the ones we think care the least care the most. Remember that, even when it feels impossible. When it hurts more than you feel you can bear, remember that. The people who love you can do the most damage, but sometimes … they hurt you for you. And not everything is what it appears to be.”

      “Why is everything a lesson? I get it. Work my mind, build instinct, and solve problems, Dad, but I’m already Blaze. I passed all these damn tests. Can you just be straight up and tell me what you really want to say? Why are you worried about my safety?”

      “Love you, sweetheart.” He puts an end to the conversation, officially shutting me down.

      With a sigh, I shake my head. “Love you, Dad.” I hang up, tossing my phone into my gym bag, and drive the last few blocks to the academy. Along the way, I can’t help but stress over what my dad’s hiding.

      When I pull into the lot, I don’t even have a chance to put the car in park before Alec is exiting the building, heading straight for me.

      “Welcoming brigade?”

      “It’s dark.” He scowls, his eyes scanning the lot behind me. “Hurry up and grab your shit, so we can get back inside.”

      “Good morning to you, too.” I glare at my things as I grab them from the passenger seat.

      Alec checks my doors after I push the alarm button, and together, we walk into the building. Once inside, he locks the door, disappearing when his phone rings.

      I try to focus on my typical morning routine, running through today’s schedule and reviewing the recruits timing progressions, but all I can think of is my dad and our strange conversation.

      Over the past two years, he’s been overly protective and paranoid. Well, more so than normal but still. There was a definite, obvious change.

      More business trips, more late-night meetings.

      Maybe he’s anxious because I’m not a kid anymore, and eventually, I’ll move out. Not that I’m in a rush. I like being here with him. He’s the only family I have.

      It’s been just the two of us since I was five days old when my mother tried to hide my existence and put me up for adoption. With good reason, he stayed single after that. Never married, hardly ever dated, much to every woman’s dismay. He’s young and fit from his profession, barely thirty-seven, so there’s still plenty of time even though, according to him, that’s not what he wants. He’s always been alone, so he’s used to doing things his way. Before me, he had no family other than his best friend turned business partner, so it’s always only been us and the academy.

      He sometimes used to ask if I felt like I needed a woman to talk to, but I didn’t miss what I didn’t have. And, after a while, Rowan’s mom sort of took me under her wing.

      I think she wants me with Rowan even more than I do. She’s constantly making comments about how, one day, everything will be how it is meant to be.

      My dad always laughs it off, never acknowledging my and Rowan’s closeness. In all honesty, I don’t think he’s ever believed our relationship. Or lack thereof. I guess maybe no dad wants to think about his daughter’s love life.

      I’m pulled from my thoughts when Alec wordlessly sets a cup of coffee in front of me, disappearing before I can thank him. Only then do I realize that I forgot my mug at home.

      It seems strange for Alec to notice something so small, but I don’t question it. I just appreciate the gesture.

      I turn on some music, forcing myself to get lost in work.

      It works, and the day flies by.

      I had two days’ worth of written exams to grade and timings to update in our tracking system, so I was out of class all day. And I’m pretty sure Alec was on board, which was perfect. As it was, I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to guide the recruits today. I even hid from Rowan at lunch, choosing to eat alone in the back.

      A while later, after all the students and other staff members are gone, Alec drops into the seat on my left and starts reading over tomorrow’s lesson plan. His phone goes off several times, but he ignores it, eventually stuffing it in his front pocket.

      He doesn’t say anything, doesn’t even look my way, so neither do I. I just keep working, and before we know it, it’s time to go.

      When I shift to stand, he looks up, watching my every move.

      I try not to think about his eyes on me, but it’s hard. Intensity rolls off him like a cloud of smoke, spreading until it sucks all the air from the room, leaving me breathless and desperate for … something.

      “You leaving?”

      I lick my lips, nodding. “I’m beat, so … yeah.”

      He stares, studying me.

      When I break eye contact, he hops up from his seat, his reflection staring at me through the door.

      Guess he’s leaving, too.

      He says nothing as we walk to our cars and still nothing as I get in mine and close the door.

      “He is so weird,” I mutter to myself as I kick on the heater.

      My phone rings as I back out, so I hit the Answer button on my stereo. “Hello?”

      “Oakley.”

      “Hey, Dad. I’m just heading home.”

      “I know.”

      My brows pull in.

      “Did you talk to Havannah? She going home?”

      “Yeah. She called me a couple of hours ago, said she was headed there now.”

      “Good, good. You tell her to call you when she got there?”

      “She said she would.” I turn down my street. “What’s going on, Dad? You freak about not wanting me alone and then send home Havannah. What gives?”

      “You won’t be alone.”

      “I … what?”

      “I’ve made arrangements.”

      “Dad, I don’t want one of your … whatever you wanna call the guys who travel with you.”

      “Not them.”

      “Then, who?” I ask, pulling into my driveway. Just as I do, a black truck pulls up behind me, blocking my car in.

      The driver hops out and heads right for my door.

      “Oh, hell no,” I whisper in shock.

      “Oakley—”

      “Are you joking right now? No freaking way!”

      “Honey—”

      I turn the car off and hop out, hanging up on my dad.

      “No way!” I shout, stepping up to him.

      He ignores me and pulls my keys from my hand. He grabs my wrist and drags me to the door.

      “Alec!” I shout, fighting his grip. “What the he—”

      “Shut up, Oakley, and move your damn feet.”

      I growl, allowing him to unlock the door and shove me inside.

      He follows, locking the dead bolt behind him, and before I can scream, he takes off, quickly entering and exiting every room in the house.

      “What the hell are you looking for? Stay out of my room!”

      He exits with a glare. “You forgot to make your bed after your little fuck session.”

      “Wooow. Okay.” I hop in front of him. “Talk, Alec. Now.”

      He steps around me, reaching into my fridge for a water. “Your dad asked me to stay with you ‘til he’s home.”

      “What?”

      “Yep.”

      “My dad hates you. He wouldn’t—”

      Alec starts laughing a full belly laugh, and I freeze mid-sentence, staring at the freak in front of me. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him laugh.

      “Oh, Oakley. You really are as blind as you seem, aren’t you?”

      When I cross my arms over my chest, his grin grows.

      “Yeah, you are,” he continues. “This should be interesting.”

      “You are not staying here.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “I can have Rowan come. I don’t need you here.”

      Alec slams his water bottle down, getting in my face. “No, you won’t. Bring him here while I’m here, and I’ll make this so much worse for you, Oakley. I’m gonna open your eyes, baby.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “If you’re lucky.” With that, he storms off, slamming the door to the spare room behind him.

      And there I stand, alone in my kitchen, with more questions than I can even begin to work through.
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        * * *

      

      An hour passes before Alec shows his face again, phone to his ear.

      “Yeah. I made sure. Don’t worry; I got it under control.” His eyes lift to mine. “I might have to talk your daughter off a ledge, but I can be persuasive.” He laughs at whatever my traitorous father said and stuffs his phone in his pocket.

      “Since when do you talk to my dad?”

      “Since always.”

      I shift on the couch. “That’s crap. He’s never even liked you.”

      “I love how you see only what you want. That something you picked up ’cause your mom left?”

      I gasp, and he stares.

      I wait for an apology that never comes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      “What the fuck do you mean, Alec is staying with you?”

      “Exactly what I said.”

      “No. No, no, no …” he whispers to himself. I imagine he’s pacing. “Oakley, come stay with me.”

      “I … can’t, Row. My dad is crazy adamant about me staying here.”

      “You’re a fucking adult, Oakley. You don’t have to listen to your dad. Come to my house. Stay with me. Please.”

      “Maybe if you were still next door at your mom’s, but you’re across town now. I can’t.”

      “Can’t or don’t want to?”

      My brows pull in. “Can’t. Ever since that break-in we had when we went on vacation a few months ago, my dad has made sure someone is home.”

      “They didn’t even take anything. That’s an excuse.”

      I pinch my lips to the side and sit up on my bed. “Rowan … what’s the real problem here? You’re being an ass.”

      “I don’t want him there with you, alone.”

      “If I’m not safe with him—”

      “No … I …” He groans. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to scare you. He’d never …” He sighs. “You’re safe, Oak.”

      I relax into my comforter.

      “I want to come over.”

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

      “I’m coming over.”

      I laugh. “I can order wings if you wanna grab them on your way?”

      “Call now?”

      “Yeah.”

      I hang up and order right away before taking my time in changing out of my work clothes and into a pair of thermal pajamas. Then, I head into the living room to find something to watch.

      Alec comes out of the room he’s taken over the second he hears my footsteps.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Getting ready to watch something.”

      He frowns. “Are you not tired? It’s nine.”

      “What are you, sixty? Nine isn’t late.”

      “It is for someone who is at work before six a.m. and doesn’t leave until after seven.”

      “I’m fine.”

      I start to fidget with the pillows on the couch, and the more I do, the tenser I grow. I can feel his eyes narrowing more by the second, and I can practically hear the questions running through his head. He’s wondering what the hell I’m up to. Usually, I have a hell of a poker face but not where Alec is concerned. He throws everything off-balance.

      He doesn’t have to wonder long because the front door starts to jiggle, the sound of keys on the other side.

      My eyes fly to Alec, who has a murderous glare pinned on me.

      “He has a key.”

      I simply shrug, and then the door is open.

      Rowan steps into the living room, not pausing or acknowledging the sight of Alec but stepping straight up to me and slowly kissing my cheek, his hand wrapping around my back.

      I blush hard, but I’m not sure if it’s in lieu of the possessive nature in which Rowan is touching me or the effect of the boiling gaze locked on mine behind him.

      When Rowan steps back, he looks down at me. “Come on. Your bed is more comfortable.”

      I hear a scoff behind him and notice the hard edge Rowan’s eyes take on at the sound.

      Rowan has no clue what my bed feels like. He’s always steered clear, sticking to the couch until he runs out, except for the last time when he said he stayed all night. But I don’t fight it.

      I’ve wanted him there for as long as I can remember.

      “Yeah. Okay,” I agree.

      Rowan grabs my hand, dragging me past Alec without a word.

      I don’t look back, but I know he’s watching.

      As we settle on my bed, the walls shake from the vibration of the front door slamming closed in the distance.

      “Good. He’s gone.”

      I give a half-shrug, opening the box of chicken wings.

      “What, you wanted him here?”

      “No, Rowan. I don’t want him here.”

      “Good.”

      I stare at him as we eat. “What happened with you guys? You two used to be super close, and now, you can hardly look at each other.”

      “We don’t see eye to eye, is all.”

      “Whatever that means.”

      “Look”—Rowan’s eyes flit between mine, his face pinched tight—“he tried to step in where he didn’t belong. I told him what would happen if he did, and he didn’t care. Eventually, he … came to terms with it, and we agreed to disagree.”

      “But you guys—”

      “Give it up, Oak. It is what it is.”

      I nod, falling back on my pillow, exhaustion setting in.

      Rowan moves our plates, dropping beside me. He stares at me.

      “What?” I grin.

      With a sigh, he gives a sad smile back. “Nothing, Oaks. Go to sleep.”

      I lift my hand, running it through his hair a few times before tucking it beneath my head and falling asleep.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of glass breaking shocks me awake.

      I look to my right, disappointment flitting through me when I see I’m alone in my bed. The clock on my nightstand tells me I’ve been out for only two hours, which means Rowan left as rapidly as he’d come.

      Lifting myself from my bed, I go to see what Alec broke, slowing when I notice all the lights are off, Alec’s included.

      “Alec?” I call hesitantly, freezing when I hear a rustle coming from the kitchen.

      I grab the Dalmatian figurine from the hall table and quietly flip it over, uncapping the hidden pepper spray inside of it—one of Dad’s safety nets.

      My heart starts beating uncontrollably as I approach the end of the hall.

      Tucking the spray beneath my arm, I clap, and all the lights turn on at once.

      A loud crash in the dining area has me screaming and retreating to my room. Right when I fling my bedroom door closed, the door that leads to the garage bounces against the wall, slamming shut.

      I lock the door and run to hide in my closet, wishing my dad were home.

      I don’t know where my phone is, and I’m not about to make a sound to try to find out.

      Hours of overanalyzing every little creak of the floor or settling of the house pass before I hear a door slam out front, and then tires peel away as keys begin to clink outside. Too afraid to confirm it’s him, I wait.

      The door opens and closes, and then heavy footsteps echo down the hall. A loud bang sounds as something thumps against the wall, followed by a deep groan I recognize.

      Another boom sounds before Alec yells a slurred, “Ah, fuck!”

      Slowly, I pull myself from my spot on the floor and listen through the wall.

      I hear him push his door open and then silence.

      I wait a few more minutes and then make my way to his room where I find him flat on his stomach, clothes and shoes still on, snoring.

      Under normal circumstances, I would never walk in here, but truth be told, I’m terrified. Someone was in my house tonight.

      But why?

      After locking us inside his room, I lower myself into the chair across from Alec’s bed. It doesn’t take long for me to fall asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      When I peel my eyes open, I’m met with a pair of green ones.

      Alec stares straight at me from his place on the bed.

      “Good morning, Oakley,” he calmly addresses me, emotionless, but the pinch of his eyes gives him away. “He fuck you good last night?”

      Too exhausted to muster a reaction, I simply stare, half-asleep.

      His eyes narrow, irritation seeping from him, as I give him nothing. “Did he fuck you right? Satisfy you? Hmm?”

      This is the third time Alec has referred to Rowan as my boyfriend, and again, I don’t correct him.

      He flies from the bed and is quick to hover over me. “Tell me, Oakley, does he make you come?”

      My face turns beet red, and I refuse to look away. He should have been here last night.

      “Get away from me, asshole.”

      “Did he go all night?” he seethes, the vein in his neck throbbing.

      I don’t know what possesses me to say it, but it happens anyway. “That why you left last night, Alec?” I prop my fist against my temple, holding my head up. “You didn’t want to listen to me fucking your brother?”

      He tries hard—I’ll give him that—but he fails miserably, and anger and resentment lock his face into an impenetrable scowl.

      His lip curls and I just know he’s about to pop off, degrade me, and then storm away, trying to hide the fact that he feels like shit about it. It’s his thing.

      Treat me like dirt, beat me up from the inside, and then do the same to himself.

      The why is slowly becoming clear. It’s funny what you miss when you’re looking elsewhere.

      “Tell me, Alec,” I start calmly, purposely mocking him. “Why would my dad send you, of all people, here to watch me?”

      “Because he trusts me.”

      My eyes roam his face, searching for any signs of a break in his armor. “Trusting you is one thing. Trusting you with me is another.”

      His jaw shifts, his teeth grinding together. “He knows I’d put your safety before anything.”

      I nod, looking off to the side. “Interesting. And how much does his trust mean to you?”

      “More than you’re ready to understand.”

      Tears pool in my eyes, but I don’t look his way yet. “Yeah, I kind of figured your answer would be something like that.” Slowly, purposefully, I bring my eyes to his, and instantly, he sees his error written in tears on my cheeks. “Day one on the job, and you failed.”

      His brows pull into a deep frown, and he stares at me, lowering himself onto the bed in a dangerously slow manner.

      “Someone was in the house last night.”

      “What the fuck do you mean, someone was in the house last night? You were in the house last night … with Rowan.”

      A small scoff leaves me, and I look away. “Right.”

      “Oakley.” His voice is a deep timbre, coming from within his chest. Demanding. Terrifying. “Look. At. Me.”

      Tears fall faster now, but I don’t even care. I show him what he inadvertently caused. It’s not fair to blame him, but if not him, then who?

      “Where’s Rowan?”

      “My guess is, at home, asleep in his bed.” With that, I get up and walk toward his door. “I’m sure there’s broken glass in the living room, probably a busted lock in the kitchen. But I’m going to bed. You can give the news to my dad.”

      When I walk out, I hear a loud bang and then a frustrated curse, but I ignore it.

      Too afraid to close and lock my door like I want, I leave it open, crawl under my covers, and fall asleep.
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        * * *

      

      When I wake, it’s nearly noon.

      I hear Alec on the phone as I make my way toward the kitchen, so I slow my steps, listening.

      “Yeah. They broke into her car and stole the opener.”

      My brows pull in.

      “I know. I did. Changed the locks, checked for wires, put up two more cameras. I also checked her car out. Brakes and everything look good.”

      I take another step closer as his voice grows quieter.

      “I failed you. Failed … her.”

      I quietly lay my head against the wall.

      A pained sigh leaves him, the sound so full of defeat that it makes my chest ache.

      “I swore to you, to myself, I’d never let any of this touch her. I fucked up.”

      Silence and then, “He was right, Trick.” My ears perk at the mention of my father’s nickname. “I’ll never be … it’ll never be me.”

      I peek around the corner, watching as Alec drops his forehead onto the countertop.

      “How can you possibly believe that?” Alec chuckles into his phone, but it’s broken, disappointed. “I hope you’re right because there’s no other option for me.” Suddenly, Alec shoots from his seat, his grip tightening around his cell. “What exactly are you telling me?”

      Ever so slowly, Alec spins to face me. He knew I was listening.

      “You asked me to wait,” he speaks to my father, but his eyes burn through my skin. “You’re sure? Because, once I go for it, that’s it. End of fucking story, no way out. And I’m not just talking about for me.”

      My dad must give him the answer he wants because an unhurried, treacherous smirk stretches across his face. “I’ll keep you posted, boss.” He hangs up, not turning around to look when he tosses his phone on the counter.

      In one swift motion, Alec pulls his hoodie over his head and—holy son of a bitch.

      I wasn’t ready for more.

      He’s seriously got the body of a UFC fighter and the ink of a rock star, all pulled together with the scars of a fireman.

      He’s solid, tall, and trim. Not massive, but cut like no other. Slight burns I didn’t notice the last time mar the edge of his neck and waist where his suit must not have protected him.

      They’re fairly fresh, the ones on his hips still a bit red and angry. They suit him well.

      A chain hangs around his neck, lying perfectly between his pecs. A crest of some sort. I glance to his abs, and they stare back at me, mocking my inability to touch them.

      But do I want to touch …

      I take two steps closer, and Alec laughs, instantly pulling me from my haze. My eyes rise to meet his.

      “Guess I finally got my answer.”

      “What answer?”

      “From this morning. If he fucked you good, if he was even capable of it, your body wouldn’t be begging for me.” He licks his lips, slightly tilting his head. “Or maybe it would …”

      “What exactly do you think I’m begging for?” I ask, half-hoping he enlightens me, half-hoping he walks away, and not sure either is right.

      “More than you’re ready for, but, Oakley”—he walks the rest of the way to me, bringing his heated body a mere inch from mine—“get ready,” he warns.

      I swallow, licking my lips. God, this guy makes me nervous. “For?”

      Dark, dangerous green eyes command mine.

      “Get ready for what?” I try again, my words blowing across his lips; they’re so close.

      Too close.

      “For me, Oakley,” he whispers, those eyes of his skimming over every inch of my face before coming back to mine. “It’s time.”

      “You’re insane.”

      “Nah,” he disagrees, stepping around me. “I’m just a man on a mission.”

      And he walks away.

      After a minute of standing there, stuck on stupid, the sound of the shower kicking on pulls me back to reality.

      I storm into my room and dial the man.

      “Start talking,” I demand the second he answers his phone.

      My dad sighs. “Oakley, honey, stop.”

      “No. No freaking way.” I drop onto my bed, sitting Indian-style. “I thought it was strange when Alec was suddenly back at Blackline, your program that I’m running. I guess I told myself that maybe he needed a job. I don’t know. But this? Here! Dad … what the hell? How could you possibly allow Alec to stay here with me?”

      “Now, honey—”

      “Don’t now, honey me! He’s rude and impulsive, and he hates me! I—”

      I stop short when my dad starts laughing like a madman.

      “Really?” I deadpan.

      He cuts his laugh, clearing his throat. “Oakley, listen to me. That man couldn’t hate you if he tried. And, believe me … he’s tried.”

      “He’s irrational and …” I search for the right word but come up short.

      “He’s strong and dependable, loyal and fearless.”

      “Dependable? Did he not tell you about his first night here?”

      “Yeah. About that.”

      Shit.

      “I set myself up for that.” I squeeze my eyes shut.

      “Yeah, you did. You know my rules. I don’t care that you’re twenty. My house, and that means, keep that goddamn boy outta your room!”

      I sigh, looking to the ceiling. “You’re okay with Alec living here, but Rowan can’t even be in my room?”

      “No, he can’t.”

      “You’re insane.”

      “No, I’m smart.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Back to Alec.”

      I roll my eyes. “I don’t want him here.”

      “Too bad. You need him there.”

      “What’s going on, Dad? Are we even gonna talk about the break-in? This is the second one now! And that’s not including the one at Blackline!”

      He’s quiet for a few moments before he speaks, “I’ve spent most of your life protecting you, baby girl. But I’m not so sure I can anymore. Talk to Alec. He’ll help you understand.”

      “Dad—”

      “Do you know the one thing strong enough to overcome anything? Solid enough to beat evil?”

      “What?”

      “Love, Oaks. Love. When you love someone, you feel invincible. Your strength becomes theirs, and you feed off each other until, eventually, you are unstoppable.” I hear his deep inhale. “Be unstoppable, Oakley.”

      “Dad, Rowan and I—”

      “This isn’t about Rowan. It never has been. Open your eyes, baby girl. It’s time.”

      “It’s time.”

      Alec steps around the corner then, gray sweats and another long-sleeved shirt covering his body.

      “That’s the same thing Alec said to me.” I sniffle, my eyes locked with his. “What’s it mean?”

      “He’s waited a long time. Find your strength. Be brave, Oaks.”

      Tears fall, my heart crushing for reasons I can’t explain. “I love you, Dad.”

      “I love you, too. And, Oakley?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I trust him. You will, too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      “Come on, Oakley, try it!” Rowan chuckles, circling his plastic spoon in my face.

      “Ew, no!” I laugh, pushing his arm away. Then, I pull my sleeves down over my hands.

      “I thought you said she was down,” Rowan’s friend and classmate, Gio, teases, shoving Rowan’s shoulder.

      Rowan grins and looks back to me. “She is.”

      He winks, and I drop my chin to my knees.

      We’re sitting in the back of Rowan’s truck, on lunch, and he and his friends are trying to get me to taste some soup concoction they bought off the Asian food truck.

      “Come on, Oak. Don’t make a liar out of me.” He raises the spoon to his lips, slowly blowing on the steaming soup.

      My gaze lowers, watching as his tongue pokes out to test the temperature before he again brings it to my lips.

      With a deep breath, I open up, allowing him to place the spoon in my mouth, tasting as he asked. It’s a bit sour for my liking, and the texture is kind of weird, but instead of focusing on the taste, I find myself staring at Rowan.

      His forehead pinches slightly, and those amber eyes scan mine.

      I wish he could see what I see when I look at him—how great we’d be if we were more. It would be so simple for us.

      “Well …” Gio turns back, interrupting whatever this was.

      Rowan is quick to clear his throat and hop out of the bed of the truck. “Gotta take a piss,” he mutters, disappearing.

      Gio, oblivious, turns his grin back to me, raising an expectant eyebrow.

      I waggle my hand. “Not horrible.”

      With a laugh, he hits the side of the truck and turns back to his conversation with the other trainees.

      As soon as Gio’s attention is elsewhere, I drop against the window, wondering why Rowan always pulls back. Every now and again, I can see it in his eyes. The curiosity, him wondering what it would be like to have me. The lust is gone as rapidly as it came, replaced with anguish, like he feels bad for considering.

      Maybe it’s purely physical attraction, and that’s why he won’t budge.

      I glance toward the building, expecting to find Rowan walking back this way, but instead, I find a tall, guarded, and gloomy Alec Daniels.

      I take a deep breath as my eyes take him in.

      I can’t say for sure he’s looking this way, but something tells me he is, and my chilled body grows warm.

      With his black hood pulled low over his eyes, head tilted and shoulder resting against the brick wall, his presence screams danger. And dangerous he just might be—for me anyway because, over the last few weeks of having him in my home, I’ve seen more than I ever knew existed.

      Alec has a gentle, playful side he hides. At first, it appeared out of character for him, him doing simple things like heating my sweaters alongside his before we left for work in the cool mornings. Or how he would pour a cup of coffee for me when he poured his. He never says a word when he does these little things, and I find myself looking forward to the gestures.

      He’s still grouchy and overly bossy, but I’ve decided it’s in his nature to be direct. I don’t think he could sugarcoat if he tried, even the stuff he should. He’s allowing me to see a bit more into who he is, things I’ve missed over the years.

      My eyes shift right when the door behind him opens, and Rowan comes out, walking right past Alec—neither brother acknowledging the other—and straight for me.

      Rowan steps up to the bed of the truck and reaches for me.

      With a small smile, I stand and make my way to him.

      When his hands meet my hips and mine land on his shoulders, I glance at the man in the doorway, who now stands to his full height.

      I knew he was watching.

      Rowan spins, so when he sets me down, my back is to Alec. He lowers his forehead to mine, whispering, “Don’t give up on me, Oakley.” The back of his middle finger skims down my cheek. “I’m trying.”

      At his words, I could cry.

      Because, when it comes to Rowan, I don’t have to try. It’s natural; it always has been.

      I’m learning it truly is like he said. He’s … trying.

      Trying to fall.

      Wanting to feel.

      And I can only watch and wait.

      Hope.

      But none of that matters—his wants, my hopes—because the fact will remain …

      I can’t make him love me if he doesn’t.

      I muster a smile for his sake. “I know, Row. I know.”

      With that, we head for the building, but this time, when my eyes sneak left to the spot against the brick wall, no one’s there.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Are you done now?”

      With a sigh, I drop back into my chair. “No, Alec, I am not done. I wasn’t done five minutes ago when you asked or the ten minutes before that. I have a solid hour of work left.”

      He frowns at me. “It’s seven forty-five.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “It’s time to fucking go.”

      “Then, go.”

      “I’m not leaving you here.”

      “So, I’ll call Rowan and ask—”

      Alec’s hand slams down on my desk. “The fuck you will.”

      I gape at him. “What is your issue?”

      “You. Him. All of it,” he seethes.

      “What does that even mean?”

      “I am here to handle anything and everything related to you. Get that through your fucking head.”

      Yep. Psychopath.

      I stare at him, and for a moment, he stares back, but when a pinch of the hardness disappears from those dark green eyes, he jerks away, storming into his office.

      When his door slams, I look over at my desk and the pile of crap I’d be coming into tomorrow if I left it all like this.

      But Alec has been my shadow for a few weeks now, and I’ve yet to bend to make his life more enjoyable. He’s stuck here with me all day, stuck watching me all night, and stuck eating nothing but delivery food or frozen shit in my freezer because I refuse to stop with him on the way home. His stubborn self won’t go without me.

      With a deep sigh, I stand, wiping my hands against my jeans as I approach his office.

      “I said, stop fucking calling me, Marissa,” Alec hisses into his phone before tossing it onto his desk.

      So, it is a female who blows up his phone all day. I wonder who this Marissa is.

      He runs his hands through his brown hair, spotting me as he sits back. “What?”

      “We can go.”

      His eyes narrow. “And your work?”

      “It’ll be there tomorrow.”

      He blinks and then stands. “Fine. Whatever.” Yanking his jacket off his chair, he stalks past me.

      “I need to go by the store on the way home.”

      “No. It can wait until tomorrow.”

      “I’m going to the damn store, Alec. With or without you.”

      I start for the door, but Alec is quick to grab on to my arm, half-spinning me toward him.

      He gets in my face. “You think after the break-in, I’d let you out of my sight, Oakley? ’Cause I won’t. Someone was in your fucking house, within reach of you, and I wasn’t there. That won’t happen again.”

      The hand holding on to my arm starts to tighten as his body shakes slightly, rage running through him at the thought of what could have happened that night.

      When I try to catch his eyes with mine, he cuts his gaze away, but his hand remains.

      “Alec,” I whisper, and reluctantly, his look comes back to me. “That wasn’t your fault. You thought I was safe there with Rowan. You—”

      Alec drops my arm, a deep scoff leaving him as he opens the door. “Don’t be a damn fool, Oakley.” He glances my way, doing a double take when he sees the question in my eyes. He gets in my space again. “You were right, and you know it. I left because had I stayed and heard him fucking you, heard you moaning for him, I’d have snapped his neck right then and there.”

      I gasp. “No, you wouldn’t have.”

      “In a fucking heartbeat.”

      “He’s your brother!”

      “Nothing will get in my way,” he growls.

      My breath lodges in my throat. “Get in the way of what?”

      “I told you to get ready.” Dark green eyes pierce mine, and my heart starts hammering against my chest. “I wasn’t playing. I’ve waited years for this. My patience is shot.”

      My body stirs, fear and undeniable curiosity roaring through me.

      I just can’t tell which is stronger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      I can’t help but laugh at the stress-induced wrinkles covering Alec’s forehead as he downs a full bottle of water in two giant gulps. Apparently, everyone at Walmart after dark is “shady as fuck.” He about had a panic attack.

      He glares at me, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “What?”

      “Nothing.” I pinch my lips to the side, doing my best to keep from smiling.

      “Fucking talk, Oakley.”

      When I continue rinsing the vegetables, he slams a hand down beside me, making me jump.

      I glance over my shoulder, my glare matching his. “Do you have no chill mode?”

      “Where you’re concerned? No, I don’t.”

      “Whatever. You need to work on your people skills,” I tell him, grabbing a knife to slice the peppers.

      He steals it from my hand before I noticed him coming. “My people skills are fine.”

      When he turns and starts chopping like a pro, my brows lift, but I don’t draw attention to it.

      “For real though, you teach the importance of body language and communication. Surely, you must know how to dial back some. You’ve gotta learn how to balance the Wolverine/Logan thing.”

      He scoffs through a chuckle. “Logan and Wolverine are the same person, princess. Try again.”

      My skin warms at the endearment. This isn’t the first time he’s called me that, but his voice was tame, almost entertained, so the ease in which it rolled from his lips came across different, almost as if he was intrigued.

      “I’m aware, but it’s the closest I could come in comparison to you.”

      “This I gotta hear …” He steps beside me, checking the oil I poured in the bottom of the wok before tossing the bell peppers inside.

      “Okay, well … Logan is intense and commanding, but he’s capable of compromise and even civilized conversation from time to time, whereas Wolverine is wild and unpredictable, untamable. A ticking time bomb with no count.” I think about Alec and the mystery I’ve never cared to solve but recently found the desire to know. “No one knows how he works or why he’s the way he is.”

      My legs stiffen when a warm knuckle slides beneath my chin, and Alec brings my gaze up to meet his.

      “Predictability means an easy target. Compromise leaves room for infiltration. And the only way to find out how something works is to study it. You’ve gotta pay close attention. You’ve never been real good at that, have you?”

      I take a deep breath, my eyes shifting between his.

      His point is accurate but also unfair. He chooses to act the way he does when he could be different with me, gentler. That’s on him.

      “I pay attention,” I tell him.

      One dark brow rises. “Really?”

      “Yeah.” I nod. “There just isn’t much I want to remember.”

      He watches me for a moment before dropping his hand and exiting the kitchen.

      In a state of irritated confusion, I finish our fajitas, deciding my slamming cupboards and dishes around is enough notification that it’s time to eat.

      Alec comes out of his room with his face in his phone. “Real subtle, Oakley.”

      “Well, I don’t have a dinner bell, so …”

      He pauses for a moment but decides not to acknowledge my reference to when we were kids.

      His mom wanted so badly to have that Little House on the Prairie type of lifestyle where the kids came in for supper at the ring of the cow’s bell. They’d all sit around and talk about their day before a nice family game was played, and then they’d go to bed with full stomachs and happy hearts.

      Their home was nothing like that.

      With a dad who rarely came home and a mother who suffered from depression, the Daniels boys really only had each other. Until, one day, they didn’t even have that.

      I never understood why, all of a sudden, Rowan and Alec couldn’t get along. It wasn’t so bad at first; it was more the two-year age difference that made them argue. As we got older, they became more hateful, distant with each other. Anytime I’d ask Rowan about it, he’d only say that Alec was bad news, to stay away from him.

      I never had to decide whether or not to listen because Alec always made the choice for me.

      “Man, you were such a jerk to me, growing up.”

      He freezes, his head swinging in my direction, and I’d swear, the quick exhale and dip of his brow mean he’s remorseful.

      He’s quiet after that, so I say nothing, opting for a movie on the couch once I’m finished eating.

      It takes a good fifteen minutes, but Alec finally convinces himself to join me. And, the second he does, I lose focus on the movie but continue to stare at the TV anyway.

      He’s intriguing. I know nothing about this man. Why he left, where he was, or why he came back.

      “Oakley”—his voice is low but commanding—“look at me.”

      With my body still facing forward, I sling only my eyes his way. Dark green eyes anchor mine, forcing my gaze to remain on his.

      “None of it happened the way I wanted,” he admits, regret seeping from his tone. Anger hardens his features.

      I shift on the cushion, my body now facing his, and I whisper my dare, hoping to learn but scared just the same. “Tell me, what exactly did you want?”

      His gaze quickly drops to my lips. “I wanted to be the one who you approached first, the one you knocked on the door, looking for, the one you saw.”

      “And, when that didn’t happen, your backup plan was to push me away?”

      He shakes his head, dropping his eyes to the floor before bringing them back to mine. “I’d go back in time if I could.”

      I probably shouldn’t, but I ask anyway, “And, if you did, what would you change?”

      He stares at me, those eyes soft as silk, revealing the first sign of sadness I’ve ever seen from him. “Everything.”

      His unexpected confession causes pressure to build in my chest. I search for a deep breath, unable to find it as I stare at the man in front of me.

      “Alec …” My voice is low, pleading for something I’m not aware of.

      He shifts beside me, and right as he does, the front lock starts to jiggle.

      My eyes widen, and I jump closer to Alec, grabbing ahold of his leg. He protectively wraps an arm around me, lifting his free hand to his lips, telling me to keep quiet.

      The lock jiggles again, more aggressively this time, and Alec starts to rise from the couch. When I attempt to stand with him, he narrows his eyes, as if to keep me there. I shake my head, holding on to him, and he drops back beside me.

      He lays his forehead against mine, whispering, “Let me protect you, princess. Stay here and keep quiet.”

      I grab his hands that rest on my cheeks, squeezing my eyes shut as I nod.

      “If—” he starts to whisper as he pulls away but stops short when we hear, “Open the fucking door, Oakley!”

      Every muscle in Alec’s body tightens, and my eyes fly open.

      When the pounding starts again, I clear my throat and stand slowly. I avoid Alec’s gaze and move to step around him.

      “Always in the fucking way,” he growls once I’ve passed.

      With an uneasy feeling stirring inside me, I open the door for Rowan.

      He storms in before I have a chance to say anything, laughing harshly when he finds Alec standing in the living room, our empty cups on the coffee table and my blanket on the couch.

      Rowan swings his angry gaze to me. “If you wanted your key back, all you had to do was ask. Didn’t need to go through the trouble of changing the locks.”

      “I didn’t—” I stop short, turning to Alec. “You really changed the locks?”

      “Yes.”

      Rowan scoffs. “Un-fucking-believable. Getting real comfortable at my girl’s house, are you, Alec?”

      Alec takes an instant step toward him, but I’m quick to move between them.

      I glare at Alec, who glares back. Gone is the gloss that brought out the gold in his dark green eyes. I spin to Rowan.

      He frowns at Alec over my shoulder before giving me a tense smile. “Come on, Oak. Let’s go to your room. More privacy.”

      Before I can respond, Rowan disappears down the hall.

      But I’m rooted in place, unable to move. Something tells me, once I do, Alec will, too, stopping me with his rough grip before I make it half a step away.

      It’s an irrational thought, but it’s as if possessiveness is percolating from every inch of his body and casing around mine, pulling me backward. Back to him, into him.

      “Make your move, Oakley,” he tells me, completely monotone, giving me nothing as far as deciphering his feelings goes.

      Weighted with confusion and no understanding of my own indecisions, I walk away from Alec, joining Rowan in my room.

      When I enter, Rowan stops pacing and looks to me. “I hate him being here.”

      “Really?” I raise an eyebrow. “I couldn’t tell.”

      “It’s not right, Oakley. He shouldn’t be here.” He picks up my phone from the nightstand, shaking it at me. “I called you. Four times.” He glares. “When you didn’t pick up or call back—completely out of character for you—I had to come over here. I fucking knew he’d be—” He cuts himself off, swallowing as he looks away.

      But, now, I have questions of my own.

      I slowly drop onto my bed, eyeing Rowan. “He’d … what, Rowan?”

      “Nothing. He’s getting too comfortable here, Oakley. It’s … tell him to go. I’ll come stay.”

      My brows jump. “You want to come stay? Rowan, you don’t even like staying here.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      A humorless laugh leaves me. “Yes, it is. Someone was in my house, Rowan. I don’t want to be here alone. Yeah, Alec wouldn’t have been my first choice”—my brows lift—“not even my last at the time, but at least I know he’ll still be here when I wake up.”

      Rowan’s brows pinch, his upper lip curling. “He left you here alone the night someone was here!”

      “He thought I was with you! He never would have left if he’d known you were going to pull your late-night disappearing act on me!”

      He scowls at me and goes to speak but shakes his head instead.

      He licks his lips, still staring out the window. “You said, ‘at the time,’ he wouldn’t have been your last choice. How ’bout now, Oaks?” Tortured honey eyes meet mine. “Where’s he fall in your lineup a whole three weeks later?”

      “I …” I look to my hands, picking at the green polish.

      Do I know the answer to that question?

      I’m not even sure I realized I’d said it.

      Would Alec still be my last choice?

      No.

      Would he be my first?

      I lift my eyes to Rowan. “I know he and I have had issues, but I … trust he’ll do the right thing. I can’t explain it, Row, but I feel safe with him here. Yeah, it’s different, and there’s little to no privacy, but we’re both at work the majority of the time, so it’s not so bad.”

      “Yeah, you work at the same place during the same times. You’re with each other twenty-four/fucking-seven.”

      “What’s your problem, Rowan?” I narrow my eyes. “I get you two don’t get along like brothers should, and yeah, you were around when Alec picked on me as kids, but we’re adults now. Can’t we move past that?”

      Rowan shakes his head. “I won’t let him win, Oakley.” Finally, he swings his eyes to mine. “I didn’t then, and I won’t now.”

      “Win what?” I yell.

      Rowan looks away, refusing to give me anything else. “Walk me out, Oak?” he asks with his back to me.

      I rise and silently follow him to the door, catching Alec’s eyes on my way.

      He quickly stands from his bed, but I keep walking behind Rowan.

      When we reach the door, he takes a second and then turns to me. I take a deep breath, reading the turmoil in his eyes.

      He’s going to kiss me. I know it.

      It’s written in the wrinkle of his eyes, but the dip of his brow tells me it’s not for my benefit, not because he wants to.

      My friend, the man I’ve told myself I’ve loved all these years, is about to use me. All to get to another.

      I can’t let him. For our friendship’s sake.

      So, when he gently grips my neck, bringing his face closer to mine, I close my eyes and whisper, “Don’t do it, Row. Not like this. It isn’t fair.”

      “Fair?” he hisses back, anger and distress driving his voice. “I can’t keep him from you if he’s here with you, Oakley. That’s not fair.”

      When my hands rise to cover his, his start to shake. After a moment, he lets go, turns, and walks out without another word.

      Once the door is closed and locked, I sag against the frame, tears building in my eyes.

      I’m angry, confused.

      How dare he.

      I’ve waited years for this, for him. Waited for him to take charge, take me, and never once did it feel close.

      Now, here he is, irrationally upset over something I can’t exactly control and using it as fuel to light his own fire to push himself toward me. But he doesn’t see he’s driving me the other way.

      I want Rowan all in for me, not because he feels threatened by another.

      I should have noticed it earlier, but apparently, I’m blind.

      Alec shows up, and suddenly, Rowan is all over me. Publicly claiming me, touching me when he knows another man’s eyes are on me. It’s devastating to realize I wasn’t enough to light him up before.

      He’s being foolish in his thinking. Soon, my dad will be home, and Alec will be gone, probably back to wherever he was, and the threat that’s impelling Rowan will be gone.

      So, should he kiss me today and that happen tomorrow, where would that leave us?

      “He’s gone.”

      My tear-stricken face lifts to Alec. I quickly glance away, wiping my eyes with the sleeve of my sweater. “Yep.”

      “What’s your problem?”

      A chuckle escapes me, and I sniffle, shaking my head. “Again with those people skills.”

      “What’d he do?” he growls.

      “Nothing, Alec.” I fight the wave of new tears.

      He steps closer, and my heart starts hammering in my chest.

      My gaze flies to his, and I watch him watch me, seeing the creases that begin to form around his eyes.

      I take a deep breath when his hand lifts, bracing myself for his touch. The second his calloused knuckle finds my cheek, my eyes flutter closed. And, with a gentleness I didn’t know he possessed, he wipes away the tears his brother caused, leaving nothing but warmth behind.

      With a deep sigh, his hand falls to his side, and he walks away without another word.

      I stand there, taking a few minutes to catch my breath and calm my nerves.

      As I go to pass his room, a question dawns on me. “The break-in …”

      He lifts his head but doesn’t turn around as he takes his watch off.

      “They only broke the garage door and lock, yet you changed them all. Why?”

      “You really wanna hear the answer to that right now? From what I can tell, Rowan said something that threw you off your game tonight.”

      “Why’d you change all the locks, Alec?”

      He pulls his phone from his pocket, dropping it beside his watch as he turns to face me. “It’s simple really. Rowan had a key, and that’s not fucking acceptable.”

      “What makes you think I won’t give him a new key?”

      “Try it, Oakley.” His dark eyes narrow. “I’ll change them again. Even you won’t have a key.”

      My brows pinch. “This is my house. If anything, I’ll change them, and you won’t have one.”

      A sinister laugh leaves him, and he starts toward me. “Pull some shit, Oakley. I dare you.”

      “And if I do?”

      “Try it and find out,” he snarls.

      “You’re psychotic.”

      “We’ve been over this.”

      “I hate you.”

      “You sure wish you did, don’t you?” He gets closer. “It would make this a lot easier, wouldn’t it? Tell me, when you stir in the middle of the night, pulling out that little red vibrator from under your mattress, who is it you’re thinking about?”

      I gasp, pushing away from him, but he cages me against the frame of the door, his pec muscles brushing against my chest.

      “Yeah, I hear you. Hear you grab your sheets, hear your head thrash against your pillow, the soft muted mewls that leave you.”

      He licks his lips, and I slump against the frame, the metal from the door clasp digging into my back.

      His head tips, his forehead sliding across my hair until those lips are near my ear.

      I squeeze my eyes closed.

      “I’m with you every time, princess,” he breathes, and heat pools between my legs. “My dick is in my hand while yours is on your pussy.”

      “Alec …” I plea. For him to keep talking or to stop, I don’t know.

      “Then, every time I nut, every time I hear you nut, I get angry.” He slides his lips lower, so his warm breath fans my neck. “Ask me why.”

      “W-why?” I pant.

      “Because he’ll never be able to make you feel like I can. And you’re too senseless to see it.”

      My eyes fly open, my head pulling back to glare at him. “You’re an asshole.”

      “I know, but I’m right, which is why you haven’t denied it.”

      I squeeze past him, my heart hammering in my chest in horny anger. It doesn’t help that when I pass, his very solid, very apparent hard-on slides across my hip.

      I storm into my room, kicking the pillows that have fallen from my bed.

      How dare he, and—oh my God, he listens to me masturbate!

      Worse … he sits outside my room and jacks off to thoughts of me, to sounds I make.

      Anger flares inside me as the ache builds. I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to force away the need, but it only makes it more intense, more overpowering.

      With a low growl, I drop onto my bed, reaching under my covers for my tiny vibrator. A quarter of the size of the perfectly capable dick two rooms down and across the hall.

      I scowl at the ceiling, spinning the hard rubber in my hand.

      This is him winning.

      Ever since we were young, he’s controlled the situation, and I’ve backed away, the broken coward. But, tonight, he showed his cards, laid out more than ever before.

      Alec wants me, straight up.

      I’m tired of being the weak one where men are concerned.

      Shutting off my brain, I throw all inhibitions out the window.

      I toss my yoga pants and underwear to my floor and then sprawl across my bed.

      He wants to listen? To come when I come?

      Fine.

      I’ll make him as frantic as I feel. In the end, we’ll both finish, but his desperation will be high tonight.

      Tonight, I have no reason to hold in my cries, no need to try to control my breathing. I’m hot, and I need to finish.

      And I need a good one.

      Tossing my vibrator to the side, I lick two fingers on my left hand, already making my way to my center with the right.

      I slide my fingers down, coating them with myself, and then drag them up to lightly rub my clit.

      My hips buck at the contact, my left hand gripping my breast hard, sliding my wet fingers to pinch my nipple. The warm, wet spit mixing with the light grip sends me into a tailspin. I slide a finger inside myself, a moan making its way through my chest, low and needy.

      Then, I hear him.

      His rapid intake of air, the sound of his zipper lowering, the shuffle of his jeans falling to the floor.

      My head presses into my pillow more, my mouth parting as I slide another finger inside myself. My back bows as the tips of my fingers glide down my stomach, my muscles tightening the closer they get to my clit. My pussy squeezes around my knuckles as I roll my clit between the pad of my thumb and forefinger.

      “Mmm … fuck.” I clamp my eyes closed.

      Right then, Alec moans, and adrenaline surges through me, goose bumps rising across every inch of my skin.

      The sounds he’s making, they’re completely wild, deep grunts and uncontrollable groans. He doesn’t even attempt to hide his level of arousal, and it spurs me like it shouldn’t, driving me to make his need to come stronger, irrepressible.

      Switching hands, I blindly reach over, feeling around for my vibrator.

      Once it’s in my hand, I click it on, and Alec growls.

      It’s angry and desperate; he’s jealous of my toy.

      Good.

      Lube isn’t needed; I’m so fucking hot, so I slide it inside, instantly crying out, my toes curling into the sheets, knees completely bent and in the air now.

      I slide back on my pillow to get a better angle and make the mistake of opening my eyes.

      Every muscle in my body locks.

      Completely fucking naked and glowing from the light sneaking in from the hall, Alec stands inside my door. He’s leaning against my wall with one hand on his dick, the other gripping his neck.

      His muscles constricting with every stroke, he pants, watching me watch him. His tongue pokes out, sliding across his lips before he bites into the sandy-pink flesh, and goddamn if I don’t want a taste.

      I inhale deeply, grinding against the vibrator that I have stilled inside me.

      “Pull it out, nice and slow,” he pants.

      I glare at him, but for some reason, I do as he said, slowly sliding it out of me.

      “Let the need build; let it consume every fucking inch of you.”

      His face tightens as he squeezes his dick, and I sneakily tweak my nipple to feel something.

      He stares, his greedy eyes covering every inch of what he can see.

      I shift my leg, and the vibrator slips in some, making my hips lift into it.

      “Spin it. Push it back in while you do.”

      “Ooh … fuuck,” I whine, whimpering and squirming.

      I’m so close. I pull one leg up, sliding my free hand beneath it to grip my ass, pinching it as I roll.

      My pants increase, not stopping this time. I quickly drop my leg and bring my hand to my clit, pushing down as I frantically fuck myself with the vibrator.

      “There we go. Chase it. Fucking come, Oakley.”

      And I do, long and hard and to the sound of his release.

      To the thought of his hands on my body.

      To the want of his dick inside me.

      I try to catch my breath, but before I have time to come down from that unthinkable high, Alec speaks, “Now, you’ll never be able to fuck him without thinking of me.”

      With that, he storms out, slamming the door behind him, and I could almost laugh.

      He’s such a prideful man, pushing before he can be pushed. His defense mechanism.

      I wait to feel dirty, humiliated by his words and quick retreat, but it never comes.

      In fact, I feel empowered. Desired.

      Seen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      “For real, don’t worry about it. I’m bummed about girls’ day, but I’ll live. Unlike half of these patients I’m working with,” Havannah whispers into the phone, making me laugh. “But enough of that. How goes it with the bigheaded Blaze?”

      My face heats at the mention of Alec. I told her everything before the other night, minus the reasons he’s here. “Han, he’s … intense. Different than I expected but in a good way.”

      “Ooh,” she teases. “Are we feelin’ him?”

      “There’s definitely a desire to,” I joke.

      She cracks up. “Get it, girl! I’m dying to hear more, but I gotta get back to work. Call me later?”

      I grin. “For sure.”

      Right as I hang up, the door swings open, and in storms Alec.

      “Where’s the fire?” I tease.

      He shoots past me. “Office. Now.”

      With a sigh, I stand and head his way, wondering what version of Alec I’ll get today. It’s been four days since our little masturbation session, and he’s on edge, hardcore.

      Day one, he acted like nothing had happened, like I was the pain in his ass.

      Day two, he tracked my every move with fiery eyes, and I’ll admit, I played into it a bit, licking my lips extra slow and exaggerating my stretches. It was a new kind of fun I wasn’t used to.

      But, yesterday, day three, he got pissy, barking at every little thing anyone did wrong during drills, Rowan especially.

      So, today should be interesting.

      When I reach him, he tosses his phone to his desk, holding the door open for me to enter.

      I squeeze past him. “What seems to be—”

      I’m cut off when the door slams shut, and I’m hoisted at the hips by two angry, large hands.

      I stare wide-eyed at Alec, who has yet to look at me. He quickly rounds his desk, setting me on the short bookcase behind it and wedges himself between my knees.

      His grip tightens on my waist before lowering to my thighs where he squeezes, a deep rumble releasing from within his chest as he does.

      Still, he hasn’t met my gaze, but I can’t take my eyes off him.

      His nostrils are flaring, jaw clenched tight, and his breathing is out of control. A measured man on the edge, a sight to see in itself.

      “I learned something today.” His voice comes from his chest, cavernous, rough and—oh my God, I’m sweating.

      I slowly drop my head against the wall, my eyes still on his, waiting to see the look they hold. “Care to share with the class?”

      He chuckles, but it’s short, and then his eyes fly to mine.

      And I swear the hunter green is as dark as a forest’s night, burning and bold.

      He stares, then glares, and shifts closer. “Let me ask you something, Oakley …”

      My back bows at his raspy tone, my head staying stiff against the wall.

      He knows.

      He’d never grab hold of me, position himself perfectly but still inches away, if he didn’t.

      He wants me to push back, to pull myself in, and even stranger … I want to.

      My hands drop beside me, palms flat against the wood. “Ask,” I dare.

      His hands come around, sliding up my skin to the crease where my thighs meet my pelvis. He smirks, slow and suggestive. “You’d like me to, wouldn’t you?” His head tilts slightly, and those eyes rake over my chest, watching the force and rapid speed it rises in. “Yeah, you want me to.”

      My hands glide down the wood, firmly gripping its edge. “So, do it.”

      His gaze comes back to mine in pure challenge.

      Challenge accepted.

      Using the hold I have on the wood, I slide my ass along it, bringing myself directly against him, but I don’t stop there. I lift my feet until I find a shelf beneath, allowing my knees to bend, and I prop myself up. Now, my chest is in his face, my eyes almost even with his, my pussy against his dick.

      His smirk is gone, and in its place is the impassioned gaze of an unruly man, who is ready to burst.

      No one has ever looked at me with such raw, unapologetic want.

      I lift farther, dropping my head back. Officially begging.

      It only takes a few seconds for one strong hand to come up and case my neck in, and then his hot breath travels down against my skin.

      His breath is slow, deep. Deliberate.

      A shiver runs through me, his grip tightening at my reaction.

      “I’m gonna tear you up, Oakley,” he whispers. “Every inch of you will know me … feel me. Want me.”

      My thighs tighten against him.

      “And you will. You’ll want all of it. But you know what?”

      “Hmm?” I squeeze my eyes shut, anticipation killing me.

      He drags his lips across my neck, his dick twitching against me. “You’ll get none of me … until you want none of him.”

      My body freezes, and slowly, I lift my eyes to his.

      A deep flush colors my face when I see the vile look in his eyes, disgust and distrust burning heavy.

      “Why you let me believe that you and Rowan were together is beyond me.”

      “Alec …”

      Unexplainable dread rises in my chest, and I reach for him, but he pulls back, and I’m shocked by how much it stings.

      “I don’t want you after dark.” His eyes flit between mine. “I want you around the fucking clock. No exceptions.”

      I inhale deeply, a tingling feeling making its way across my ribs.

      I can’t believe he just said that.

      “You want me; I know it. For the first fucking time in eleven years, Oakley, I see it. Your desire for me.”

      He steps away, and I fight not to reach for him because, if I did, what would that mean? I’d be admitting that I want the man who treated me like dirt for years, the man who embarrassed and harassed me time and time again.

      But, worst of all, I’d be admitting that I want the brother of the man I’ve loved for most my life.

      I already know I do. I want Alec in a bad way. I want to know him, feel him, everything. But wanting and admitting aloud are two very different things.

      Am I ready to give up on Rowan? To move from one Daniels boy to the other?

      Alec sees my inner turmoil and scowls at me.

      “You can either wait around, hoping, or take what’s already yours.”

      My brows draw in more, pressure forming in my chest.

      “And I damn sure won’t touch you until it’s clear to everyone that you don’t belong to him.” He walks to the door, angrily pulling it open, but before he exits, he turns to me. “You want me?” He raises a brow. “Show me.”

      With that, he storms out, leaving me where I sit.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Dad,” I whisper, hiding in the storage room.

      “Talk to me, Oaks.”

      A sad laugh escapes. He could always read me by my tone.

      “When are you coming home?”

      He sighs through the line. “I don’t know yet, baby girl. Soon, I hope.”

      “Dad, where was Alec these last two years? And don’t say you don’t know.”

      “He’s been working for me, Oaks. I’ve been in contact with him the entire time.”

      “So, he never even went to fight the fires? Is he even a real fireman?”

      My dad chuckles. “Yes, he is. And, yes, he did. You sure you wanna hear all this? You don’t wanna ask him?”

      “I’m asking you, Dad.”

      “Okay.” I hear him sit—wherever he is. “You know how you spent every extra minute at Blackline as a kid and started working there the day the school signed off on your permit?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, Alec picked up on your passion.”

      “Blaze?”

      “Yeah, Oaks. All you wanted was to be a part of the program. Well, all Alec ever wanted was to be a part of you.”

      A humorless laugh leaves me. “Please. It was his life goal to make me miserable.”

      “Oakley, that’s not fair. You were blind, and I swore to an eighteen-year-old boy that I wouldn’t intervene.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Alec was harsh to you sometimes, yes, but all that came from his need to protect you. It was instinctual for him when it came to you. Instant almost. He saw you right away …”

      My brows pinch.

      “But, Oaks … you saw Rowan.”

      I shake my head even though he can’t see me.

      “He waited and hoped you’d come around, but you never did. He joined Blaze for you, Oakley. Became a fireman, a man of honor, for you. He wanted to be his best version of himself … for you.”

      “I quit when he joined,” I whisper into the line, feeling completely weighted.

      “You did. And he almost gave up, Oakley. Did you know that?”

      “No.” I sit up straighter.

      “Yep. He personally brought me his withdrawal papers, and I knew instantly that it was because of you. We had a nice long talk, one we were meant to have eventually, and that’s when I knew for sure.”

      “Knew what?”

      “I knew I’d finally found the man who would lose his life for you, protect you when I no longer could.”

      “Dad—”

      “When he graduated, he was ready to go after you. Almost did, but things … got in the way. I had my buddy in Pasadena call him out for work. I let him sweat through his anger for a few weeks, fuel his newfound passion in fighting fires, saving lives. Then, I pulled him in for full Blaze work.”

      “I have so many questions,” I whisper. “More now than ever.”

      “Oakley … I can’t do this over the phone.”

      “Then, come home.”

      “I can’t, baby girl. Not right now.”

      “This whole thing sucks. Everything is messed up with you gone.”

      “He’s intense, isn’t he?”

      A laugh bubbles out of me. “That’s one way of putting it.”

      “Oakley … don’t feel guilty for feeling. Sometimes, things are just meant to be. Remember what I said before?”

      I close my eyes, whispering the words he spoke to me, “Be unstoppable.”

      “That’s right. Be bold, Oaks. Be brave.”

      “Dad?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Did Rowan know? About Alec and … everything.”

      “You mean, did Rowan know that his older brother wanted what he had but didn’t value?”

      I swallow, asking when I already know the answer, “Yeah.”

      “Yeah, baby girl, he knew.”

      Tears fall freely, running down my face and neck.

      Rowan knew. He knew how Alec felt.

      When Alec left, Rowan’s and my relationship flatlined, completely on a friend level. When just months before, when Alec had first started hanging around again, Rowan had been warm toward me. He’d call every morning and night, hug me, and kiss my cheek often.

      Much like recently when Alec came back.

      God, I’m an idiot.

      It was never about us with Rowan. It was about keeping me from Alec.

      He was using me to show Alec that he would never let him win.

      But this isn’t a game, and I’m not a prize.

      I love Rowan, he means the world to me, but I won’t do this back and forth with him. Not when there’s room for so much more.

      Alec wants it, and I just might give it to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      I chew my lip as the last three recruits begin testing, Rowan being one of them.

      I know he’s been nervously awaiting today, as he’s had trouble with this particular drill over the last few weeks. I’m starting to wonder if the pressure of written exams is getting to him as he tries and tries but still can’t get it right.

      Unfortunately, today is looking to be no different. Right off the bat, he struggles with proper form.

      I peek at Alec, and like I knew it would be, his frown is on Rowan. He only watches for a moment before his attention shifts to the other two recruits also being tested.

      “You’re set to carry a twenty-four-foot, one-hundred-twenty-pound ladder on your shoulder. Use your ergonomic training to lift properly. Call out your movements.”

      Two call out their positions, giving a play-by-play of their steps and assessment of the area.

      Rowan gets his ladder positioned, and when he stands, turning to head for the wall, I wince.

      “Your moves, recruit,” Alec reminds him. “What are you looking for?”

      Rowan continues forward, growling, “Electrical hazards.”

      “Let it be known. When you’re on a job, your team needs to be aware of all possible dangers.”

      Rowan makes it to the deposit point, but I instantly see his error and have to look away. His ladder is only two-and-a-half feet from the wall when it’s supposed to be a full three. An automatic fail.

      Alec’s eyes cut to mine and then back. Neither of us corrects him. This is something we’ll go over in one-on-one evals.

      The first of the two finishes at four minutes and forty-two seconds.

      Rowan and the last student, Jayden, are at the same point. They begin tying the halyard, the rope connected to the ladder that helps secure it in place. 

      Jayden steps back first and then Rowan, and I stop the clock, three seconds past the allotted time. 

      Alec’s eyes expectantly meet mine.

      “Five three.” I glance at Rowan, and his shoulders drop a fraction of an inch. 

      He lets out a quiet curse and stomps to the back sidewall where he grabs water with the rest of the group.

      With a sigh, I slide off my stool, Alec falling in line beside me.

      “It’s sad,” Alec spits in a whisper. “How your attention’s glued to him.”

      He never reacts like a normal human when Rowan’s involved, so I ignore his comment, not taking my eyes off Rowan. “I want to help him.”

      “Course you fucking do.”

      “He wants this, Alec.”

      “Yeah?” He leans in some, whispering in my ear, “Well, not everything we want is so easily obtained, Oakley.”

      I turn to glare at Alec, but my gaze is pulled to the boys goofing off in the corner.

      “Please. You’re wound tight, Daniels.”

      Rowan chuckles, one hand on his hip, the other squirting water into his mouth. He shrugs a shoulder.

      “Oakley!” Gio shouts. “Rowan here needs some aid.”

      When I pop an eyebrow, Rowan chuckles through a grin.

      “He could use a good night in with his girl.”

      I tilt my head, grinning through nerves. “I guess he’d better find himself one then, huh?”

      As soon as the words leave me, Alec goes stiff at my side.

      When Gio gives an awkward laugh, my eyes shift to Rowan, finding the frown I knew would be there. Slowly, his eyes move from mine to the man beside me and back.

      For the first time in all our years of friendship, I’m the one to squash the rumor. I blew away the smoke that had been fogging the line we’d been walking for years. In front of his friends. In front of Alec.

      For Alec?

      Rowan’s brows pull in again, but this time, it’s different. Pinched tight around the edges, his light-brown eyes hold mine.

      It’s clear the second he sees it—the shift—and his eyes slope at the edges.

      But, before anyone catches on, he laughs it off, playfully shoving Gio. “Let’s hit the showers before we get our asses chewed, fellas.” And, with that, he’s gone, the remaining stragglers following behind.

      Once the door clicks shut, I lick my lips, inhaling deeply, right as Alec’s front hits my back.

      “Turn around,” he whispers with gentle force.

      My eyes close. “Not now. Not here,” I whisper back, a light shudder running through me when his deep inhale has his strong chest pressing into my back.

      Before he can respond, because I know he will, I break away and head straight for the doors. I don’t dare look back at the man behind me as I rush to my car for a quiet, solo lunch.

      Unfortunately, the hour is over too quickly, and before I know it, it’s time to go back in.

      I ignore the others in the parking lot and make my way to the doors. But, before I can enter, Rowan intercepts me and pulls me to the side.

      “Rowan, what the hell?” I glare, yanking my arm back.

      “What was that today?” he questions.

      “I cleared up a misconception. Even you have to admit that it was a long time coming.”

      “What’s going on, Oakley? You’re acting different.” He starts pacing in front of me. “We haven’t hung out with each other all week. I haven’t even been able to reach you on your cell the last few days. I feel like you’re pushing me out.”

      “It hasn’t been intentional or to hurt you. I’ve just been busy with the academy, and Alec’s been there …” I trail off, and he stops to glare. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

      “I want you to tell me you’re not involved with him.”

      “Would it matter if I was?”

      “Yes!” he hisses in a whisper. “It would.”

      “Why, Rowan?” I challenge. “Tell me why.”

      “Because …” The word is instant, but then he hesitates and looks away.

      “Because you thought I’d always be here, waiting for when you were ready?”

      His pinched gaze comes back to mine.

      “That’s fucked up, Row, and you know it.”

      “That’s not it! You’re acting like I don’t care for you, and I do. You have to know I do,” he pleads, his hands coming up to case in my cheeks. “Oakley, other than my mom, you’re the most important person in my life.”

      “Rowan …” I whisper, tears forming in my eyes. “I can’t be that girl anymore. I love you; I do. But there’s a big difference between being important and being yours. I can’t be left in limbo with you.”

      “Then, you won’t be,” he promises, and my hands lift to cover his. “Let’s give it a shot.”

      “I don’t want to, Row. Not anymore.”

      I give him a sad smile, and he shakes his head, stepping closer.

      “You don’t belong with him.”

      “Don’t do this.”

      “You don’t. He’s not what you think.”

      “Stop.” I remove his hands from my face and step back. “We’re not doing this.”

      As I walk away, he calls out, “I’ll prove it to you, Oakley. You’ll see.”

      I halt my steps, slowly turning to look back at him. “I don’t need you to prove anything, Rowan. Alec’s shown me enough for me to make my own decision. What I need from you is my old friend back. The one who cared for me because he wanted to, not because he was worried someone else did.”

      Rowan’s shoulders drop, and he lets out a deep breath. “Oaks … I’m sorry.”

      I nod, turning to the door before he sees the tears that start to fall.

      I fear our friendship won’t make it now that he knows where my head is, but I’ll do all I can to try to make it work.

      Because, at the end of the day, I don’t want to lose Rowan, but losing Alec isn’t an option.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      My eyes fly open, and I panic when a hand clamps tight over my mouth. I try to scream, but more pressure is applied, and the figure grows closer.

      I can’t see, so I blindly swing and kick.

      I freeze when he hisses in my ear, “Stop! It’s me. Don’t fucking move. Don’t say a word. Got it?”

      Alec.

      I nod, inhaling deeply when he removes his hand.

      “Someone’s outside,” he whispers.

      “Call the police!” I whisper-yell.

      He frowns, lifting his finger to his lips, telling me to stop talking. “I’ve got this. Get in the closet, quietly close the door, and don’t come out unless you hear me call for you. Understood?”

      “What? Hell no! You’re—” He frowns again, so I lower my voice. “You’re not leaving me in here! Let me help.”

      “Fuck no.”

      “I’m not as fragile as you take me for, Alec.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, your ass is glass.” He scowls. “Stay. Here.”

      I pull myself closer to him. “Why can’t we call the cops?”

      “It doesn’t work—”

      He cuts off, and my eyes widen when we hear footsteps outside the window.

      Please, I mouth, tears starting to form as the threat gets real, don’t leave me here.

      He grips my waist, lifting and depositing me in the closet. “Don’t fucking move. I mean it. I’m going around the side.”

      I shake my head, gripping his bicep hard, begging without words not to be left alone.

      His face contorts, the vein of his jaw beating angrily. He lowers his head, quickly dragging his nose against my neck before he’s gone.

      Only when he walks from the room do I see the gun in the back of his jeans.

      Slapping my hand over my mouth, I squeeze my eyes tight, trying to force the tears away and anxiety down, but it’s no use.

      I tilt my head back, leaning against the wall as I listen to the chaos that starts to unfold.

      First, the window rustles as the stranger tries to wedge it open. Just as soon as the sound comes, it’s gone, and a loud crash from outside rattles the TV mounted on the wall.

      It continues for a few moments, and then my ears perk.

      Aside from Alec, I hear two more voices, both males. A loud force hits my window, followed by a deep grunt of pain.

      Alec. He’s outnumbered.

      No!

      I run from my closet to my dad’s room, quickly popping open his faux DVD player and grabbing the pistol that reveals itself. And I thought he was paranoid for having it.

      With a deep breath, I run from the room, screaming when I slam into a hard figure and fall to the floor.

      Terrified, wide eyes fly to the source, and I start to cry.

      “What the fuck did I tell you?” Alec grits through clenched teeth.

      But I ignore his anger and jump to my feet, wrapping my arms around him. “Are they gone?”

      His breathing is ragged, wild. “I told you to stay in the closet.”

      “There were two of them. I couldn’t … I had to help you.”

      He’s quiet for a moment, and finally, his body starts to relax, his breathing returning to normal. His chin dips just the slightest, burying his face farther into my arms locked around his neck.

      He takes one deep breath and then bends to lift me.

      Cocooned in the safety of his arms, I close my eyes as he carries me into my room and lowers us onto my mattress.

      “Are you okay?” I whisper into the skin at his neck.

      A chuckle leaves him. “I’m good, princess.”

      Reluctantly, I pull back to stare at him.

      His eyes search mine, and the longer they do, the more I see. Wrinkles cover his normally smooth forehead and deeper creases cage in his bottomless green eyes. Worry.

      “What’s going on, Alec?” I whisper, my grip on his arm tightening. “Why are these people breaking in? What do they want?”

      Dark green eyes shift between mine. “You, Oakley. They want you.”

      My head slowly pulls back. “I … why?”

      “Blaze.”

      “Blaze …” I look off and then back. “Where’s my dad, Alec? What’s he done?”

      “Your dad is a good man, Oakley. So are the majority of the people who employ his crew.”

      “Blaze.”

      He nods, pulling me closer.

      “Tell me everything, Alec.”

      He sighs but gives me what I want. “Three years ago, a little girl was murdered in pure cold blood right in front of her mother. But no one believed the mom when she named the man who had done it, and somehow, once in court, the surveillance videos that had caught it all disappeared. The mother went to prison, and the man walked, scot-free.

      “Just before your graduation, your dad was hired by one of the woman’s sons, a brother to the little girl. In their world, murder and chaos are normal, but he couldn’t touch this man without serious consequences. Your dad is a prominent man in these people’s worlds, Oakley. He was hired to take away the murderer’s power and pulled it off without a hitch. Blaze went in and burned down his hidden warehouse. His entire operation—black market dealing and street drugs, money—was burned to the ground. Blaze makes everything look natural, so all his investigators could find were electrical hazards.”

      “So, how did they learn about my dad?”

      “An insider leaked the information. Your dad heard someone had been asking questions about an academy on the West Coast that was training henchmen. He knew they’d eventually find him, which meant finding you, so I went in undercover to learn how close they were. I was only days away from exposing the person, but your dad got a call saying Blackline’s name was being thrown around. Immediately, he left to try to throw them off and fix what he could, and he sent me here to protect you.” He eyes me. “Nobody’s ever hurt in the work he does. He only takes jobs that guarantee nothing and no one else is affected by it. He’d never put the innocent in harm’s way.”

      “This is insane. I can’t even wrap my head around it.”

      “It’s a lot to take in at first, but once you talk with your dad, you’ll understand it better. The things he does, the people he helps—it’s all to serve justice where the government has failed. He researches everything, gets all the facts before anything. It’s a solid organization.”

      “Yeah, I’ll deal with that bomb later, but what happens now?” I question, removing myself from his lap to stand. “We wait for them to show up again?”

      He looks away as he stands as well. “It’s the middle of the night. Get some sleep, and we’ll talk in the morning.”

      He rushes out, heading back to his room before I have a chance to argue.

      I stare after him for a moment before dropping onto my mattress.

      I always knew Blaze was more than a sought-after title, but I never knew the true power behind the name.

      Blaze are initiated few and far between, because not many can possibly possess the strength it takes to embody what it means, and you have to be all in or completely unaware.

      They – we – are the strongest of the strong. The ones who go out, and demand justice for those who were failed by the system. We force the hands of evil with our deepest form of power.

      Fire.

      We go in, undetected and unexpected, and burn the bad to the ground.

      God, I can’t believe I’ve been so unaware. This is beyond insane.

      With a sigh, I close my eyes, hoping sleep will come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      Three hours.

      I’ve been staring at my window for three damn hours, replaying what happened earlier tonight over and over again in my head.

      Alec had no fear when it came to those men. None.

      This man, who owes me nothing, who I thought hated me all these years, has shown that he’s willing to put his own life at risk if it means my safety. I know he’s a fireman, and he has risked his life for complete and total strangers more times than I’m aware of, but whatever’s going on involving me, it’s different. I see it now.

      It’s strange, the feeling of empowerment, the intensity that comes hand in hand with desire when the other person craves you the same.

      Alec’s told me in several ways that he wants everything I have to give, and I believe him.

      His aggressive behavior and impulsive attitude are simply testaments to his eagerness, his desperation. A raw need to have me. Because he wants to have me.

      I can feel it in his animalistic stares and raving words. The way his hands shake when he’s near me, forcing his fingers to curl into tight fists.

      And I don’t know how it happened or when, but I want something from him, too. I’m not sure what or how much of it yet, but tonight? Right now? I want to be in his bed.

      When it comes to men, I’ve never been good at taking what I want, what I need.

      I’ve never been bold.

      But I want to be. I want to be the strongest, bravest version of myself … for him.

      So, tonight, I will be.

      As quietly as possible, I pull myself from my bed and make my way to his room.

      He’s lying in the center of the mattress, flat on his back, in nothing but a pair of boxers.

      The only light provided is from the moon slicing through the curtain, creating a soft blue glow across his velvety, tattooed skin. I use it to my advantage, watching the rise and fall of his deep breaths. Somehow, the rhythm calms my own, and my breathing syncs with his.

      He’s awake; I know it. I can feel it in the way my skin prickles, as it only does under the heat of his eyes.

      My greedy gaze takes its time, covering every inch of him until I meet his dauntless stare.

      It’s dark, way too dark to truly see his face, but I know what he’s telling me without saying the words.

      Be bold.

      No second thought is needed as I take the four short steps forward, and then I’m climbing onto his bed, crawling across his body.

      With one of his arms flat against the blanket, the other behind his head, he lies perfectly still as I hover over him. My hair brushes against his chest as I take inventory of his face. The two small scars, the fullness of his seemingly swollen lips. Black eyes with eyebrows to match. And just enough scruff to rub on, to feel scratching against my body, should he give me what I want.

      Alec says nothing, doesn’t move an inch, as he lets me run the show, leaving it all up to me. The slight tip of his lips tells me he wants me to continue.

      It’s an intoxicating sensation. One that consumes every inch of me, driving me forward.

      I’m hovering over him, looking down at the mystery of a man beneath me, and all I can think of is how it would feel to be on the other side of this—to have him hovering above me, his strong thighs pinning me to the mattress, those sturdy arms casing me in.

      My tongue slides out, wetting my lips, as I lower my hips, feathering my core against his.

      His chest stirs, a harsh breath escaping through his nostrils, and my muscles tighten.

      I crawl up another inch, bringing my knees just above his hips, and I slowly drop my body down on his.

      His thigh muscles clench beneath me. The sound of his fingertips digging into the comforter as his hand twitches fuels my desire.

      My eyes close. I’m so ready to touch him, to grind against him. Get lost with him.

      He must see it; maybe he even senses it—my control slipping. He abruptly sits up. He shifts our bodies, so I’m sitting between his thighs, our chests inches apart, mouths sharing the same air.

      It’s nowhere near close enough.

      I drop my hands to the mattress, scooting myself closer. He allows it, making some room for me, so I wrap my legs around his back, staring into his eyes.

      His narrow in confliction.

      I know he wants me. The proof of it is resting against his stomach. Swollen and angry, the tip of his dick pokes out of the waistband of his boxers, begging.

      A small sound makes its way up my throat, and Alec’s rough hands finally land on me.

      My eyes close as he grips my forearms, pulling my chest closer, all while holding me back, keeping me from getting too close.

      “Open your eyes.” He speaks in a low timbre that vibrates through me.

      With a deep inhale, I sink my teeth into my bottom lip, ever so slowly peeling my eyes open.

      I’m met with fiery green eyes, so dark and daring, angry and lust-filled.

      His hands slide up and over my shoulders and then down my back, his fingertips scraping across my T-shirt. When he reaches my bare ass, he takes a shuddering breath and then cups it in his large hands. He lifts me from the mattress, quickly folding his legs beneath me so he can place me on his lap, finally letting me feel all of him. The heat of his skin, the thickness of his hard-on.

      His hands shoot to my hips where he holds me in place.

      Eyes on mine, he dips his head, only breaking contact when he reaches my neck where he slowly blows hot air against my goose bump-covered skin. His head slowly turns, so the heat of his deep exhale fans across my neck to my ear and then mouth. His eyes come back to mine. They’re only half-open now, his want almost at the peak of no control.

      I want him to lose it.

      I want to feel all of him.

      My body shudders when my palms meet his pecs, my fingers fanning across them, needing to touch as much of his skin as possible. His muscles tighten, and my eyes briefly cut to his and then back.

      Ink. Everywhere. Intricate twists and detailed designs cover every inch of his chest. And what a canvas he makes.

      My hands slide lower, my thighs tightening around him as his abs constrict under my touch, thick, defined ridges becoming even more intense.

      Right before I get there, before I feel what I’m assuming is the silkiest part of him, his knuckle hooks under my chin, and he slowly returns my gaze to his.

      And, oh my God, those eyes. Fully dilated. Hungry.

      He’s so ready.

      Good thing because so am I.

      With the new leeway I have, I push closer, bringing my chest to his, letting him feel my hard nipples through my shirt.

      He growls, pushing on my back, bringing me even closer, and I gasp, the form of his dick now positioned perfectly against the slit of my pussy.

      “Kiss me,” I breathe.

      “No.”

      My eyes fly to his.

      “Don’t beg,” he demands. “You want it?” One dark brow rises. “Take it. You need it? Prove it.”

      He sees it, the hunger consuming me, and he continues, giving me that final push, overwhelming the last of my senses.

      “You want me?” he all but growls, a tremor shooting through him as the possibility lights him up. “Fucking show me.”

      A slow grin starts to stretch across my lips, but it never makes it all the way out because I slam my lips onto his, sighing through a deep moan the moment his fevered lips hit mine.

      His lips are soft but firm, starving and slightly abraded from the heated environment he trains in. So unexpected and slick, so tough and wanting. So Alec.

      Because that’s what he is.

      He’s rough edges with a smooth interior, dark days with bright nights.

      He’s the wrong kind of right.

      And, right now, his mouth is pure clarity.

      Nothing has ever felt so right, so real and raw.

      This man is foreign to me, yet his touch feels so familiar.

      When he growls into my mouth, my body shakes against him, my hips rolling of their own accord.

      He yanks his mouth from mine, his fist finding the hair at the base of my skull where he pulls gently, his lips dropping to my neck, making my teeth sink into my own.

      “I hope you know what you just did,” he rasps before nipping at my skin and then drawing a line with his tongue to my ear. “That was it, Oakley. Final seal’s broken.” He pulls back to look at me.

      I stare at him, too far gone to respond.

      “You got that, right?”

      My hands lazily slide up his chest until I can grab the back of his neck and yank him to me.

      He allows it, allows me to pull myself up high. His legs come up, bending at the knees so that I’m wedged between his thighs and torso.

      I lean forward, sinking my teeth into his lip before plunging my tongue into his mouth.

      He chuckles, a raspy, sexy sound that makes me shiver.

      Then, in two-point-five seconds, I’m flipped and flat on my back with Alec above me.

      He stares at me, a small smile playing at his lips, so small that it’s almost nonexistent. But it’s there. “I’ve waited a long time for this view.”

      Unable to speak, I keep my eyes on his as I reach for the hem of my shirt, shimmying against the mattress so that I can pull it over my head.

      His head dips, green eyes blazing, and he kisses me between my breasts, his rough hands gripping them as he gently massages them.

      My tongue traces my lips, my hands sliding down his torso, pushing his boxers down when I reach the waistband. His dick bounces as I do, poking my abdomen, making my muscles tighten.

      “I want you,” I whisper, pushing against his chest, so he lifts enough for his hard-on to align with my opening.

      He groans, biting my skin, murmuring against me, “Waited a long time to hear that, too.”

      Finally, his head lifts, and he stares.

      I know what he’s doing. He’s wondering what all this means, wondering if I’m in this or if thoughts of another are floating through me.

      Truth is, I am, and there aren’t.

      I want this, want Alec inside me, and had he not been looking at me with unspoken questions in his eyes, the only thing I’d be thinking was why he was taking so long.

      Giving him no more time to consider, I lay my feet flat against the comforter, pushing my pussy onto his dick.

      A whimper leaves me the second my body sucks him in—not because it hurts, but because it’s overwhelming. Intense.

      Nowhere near enough.

      His hand quickly comes down to squeeze my ass, tilting it up on a slant for him to slide all the way in. We both groan, deep and full, when our flesh meets in the center, his dick now buried in me. I pull my knees back, and he sinks impossibly deeper. And I’m gone.

      With the scent of his sweat mixed with mine, the weight of his body against me, his frantic movements and continuous growls, I come long and hard and loud.

      Spurred on by my uncensored moaning, Alec’s body stiffens, his hips picking up speed.

      I stare at his body as he moves, watch his muscles grow ridiculously tight, and feel as he pulls almost all the way out just to slam all the way in.

      He comes on a growled exhale, grinding down on me as he rides it out.

      Without a word, he rolls off, shocking me when he grabs the sheet we kicked to the edge of the bed and covers our naked bodies. He roughly drags me to him. Hitching my left leg up and over his body, he slides his hand along my thigh until his open palm lays sprawled over my ass cheek.

      And then he sighs, content.

      Alec Daniels—fearless firefighter, the number one–ranked Blaze that Blackline Academy has ever seen, instructor of the new recruits—is fulfilled while holding on to me. This intense, intimidating man is satisfied, having just fucked me.

      An unfamiliar thrill runs through me. I just can’t figure out if I’m excited or terrified.

      Because, if one Daniels brother had the power to wound me, the other must have the power to break me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      The backs of my hands slide down the pillow, coming down to lie flat against the cool sheet, my back bowing slightly.

      Warm, textured hands glide up my stomach, and my lids peel open, connecting instantly with the most mesmerizing shade of hunter green.

      Alec continues his ascent, gently nudging my knees to the sides so that he can fit between them.

      Eyes locked on mine, he slowly pushes inside me, and I stare, transfixed, as his eyes flutter closed, deep ridges taking over his forehead. He’s completely lost to the feeling.

      I lazily lift my hands, running my fingertips up his back until I can grab his shoulders from behind and hold him close.

      My breathing speeds up, mind shutting down, and then it’s just him and me and the heat between our bodies, the swelling of his cock inside me.

      “Ruined,” he rasps sleepily, and I couldn’t agree more.

      This … this is what I’ve waited for, yearned for.

      To lose myself in a man—this man—without a second thought, with zero effort, just from the feeling of his skin on mine. The heat of his body against me. His need for me.

      Alec slides his hand from my ankle to my thigh and then up to my breast.

      My back arches, causing my nipple to slide across his lips.

      I look to him, watching as he lightly scrapes his teeth against my sensitive skin.

      My hands glide across his back, dipping into every curve of his muscles as they indent with his amorous movements. My palms float across his ass, feeling as it flexes with each slow, strong, telling thrust. With unhurried motions, he grinds against me.

      His right hand trails across my collarbone, landing on my neck where he feels for the rapid beat of my pulse. He groans, and then, finally, for the first time since his dick entered me last night, his lips find mine. Pressure fills my chest while heat floods my body.

      Raw and ravenous.

      Ruined.
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        * * *

      

      When my eyes open, I feel as if I only just drifted off. Last night was intense. From being with Alec and the attempted break-in to learning about my dad’s off-color contracts, my brain is exhausted. I feel for Alec, finding he’s not in his place beside me, but when I look across the room, I see him sitting in the armchair across from the bed.

      His brows slightly pull in as he looks at me, and I slowly sit up to see him better.

      Alec looks off for a moment before his gaze meets mine again. “I have to go back, end this.”

      Back.

      He needs to go return to where he’s been the last two years, but ... how will he stop this on his own?

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “You can’t.” He dimly shakes his head.

      I shift to stand, suddenly wide-awake. “Don’t tell me I can’t. I am!”

      He narrows his eyes, standing as well so that he can look down on me. “You will not. I can’t take you into the lion’s den with meat strapped to your back, Oakley.”

      “Then, what? Huh? Where will I go?”

      He delays for a moment before his eyes come back to mine. “Rowan’s.”

      A bitter laugh leaves me. “I … no. No.”

      “There’s no other option.”

      “This is bullshit! I’m so tired of everyone else deciding what’s best for me.”

      “You think I want you there?” he shouts. “After everything last night, you think I want you within ten feet of him? Fuck. No. But he’s all we’ve got, Oakley. If not him, tell me who because I’m all for another fucking choice.”

      I can’t help it, and I start to cry.

      He looks away, swallowing hard. “Go pack some things. I’ll call him and tell him to come now.”

      I nod and leave him to make his call, heading for my room to gather what I’ll need.

      In no rush to leave, I take my time in getting my stuff together, lowering myself to my mattress once I’m done.

      I stare at the bright ray of light that peeks through my curtain. I’m not sure what I expected today to bring, but Alec leaving was the last thing on my mind.

      Everything’s changed. Last night solidified what I’d been feeling lately, and it’s him. Only him.

      It’s crazy to think not too long ago, this man wasn’t even on my radar, yet today, he’s all I see.

      And, now, I feel shorted. I want more time with him to learn of all the things I missed along the way when I was blinded by another. I can’t help but feel like I’ll never get it.

      Alec’s leaving, and I have to stay with Rowan. At least until my dad can get back here in the next few days.

      It’s the last thing I want, especially when everything finally feels right.

      I glance up when I see Alec’s shadow in the doorway.

      He stares at me, his eyes tight around the edges, and I offer a sad smile.

      He pushes off the frame and comes to stand in front of me.

      My head tilts back to look up at him, and he runs the backs of his fingers across my cheek, causing my eyes to close.

      “It’s only for a little while. A couple of weeks maybe.”

      Tears threaten to fill my eyes, but I force them away. He’s doing this for me, and I don’t want to make this harder for either of us.

      I feel him grow closer, and then his lips land on mine.

      His kiss is strong, telling. It’s a slow, rhythmic dance, full of wishes and worry.

      His promise to return, my promise to be here, waiting, when he does.

      When a knock sounds at the door, he pulls back, dropping his forehead to mine. “Time to go, baby.”

      I nod, swallowing my disappointment, and reach for his hand, needing to touch him as long as possible.

      He turns to me when we reach the door, and I see the dread lining his green eyes, I’m sure the same is reflecting in my own.

      The knocking sounds again, harder this time. I give a small nod, and he pulls open the door. We both freeze when we find a police officer on the other side with a man in a suit behind him.

      “Oakley Rivera and Alec Daniels?”

      Alec’s grip on my hand tightens, and he shifts so I’m slightly behind him. “Yeah?”

      “I’m Officer Bennett, and this is Detective Murphy.”

      I glance from the man in uniform to the other one.

      “We regret having to be here under these circumstances, Ms. Rivera, but your father was killed last night.”

      All the air leaves my lungs in a loud swoosh, and I lose my balance, my knees buckling beneath me. Alec catches my body before it hits the floor and spins me into him.

      “No,” I whisper, tears instantly streaming down my face. “Alec, he’s wrong. He has to be wrong.” I sob into his chest, gripping his shirt tight, and his arms constrict around me, his own breathing growing choppy as it blows across my hair. “Tell me this isn’t real …”

      “I’m so sorry, baby,” he whispers into my skin, and I cling to him.

      No one says a word for a few moments, but then the officer clears his throat.

      “I hate to do this after delivering the news,” the officer begins cautiously, and we both shift to look at him. “But Detective Murphy needs to take Mr. Daniels back to the station. He’s wanted for questioning.”

      I stand straight, shaking my head. “Questioning for what?”

      The man looks from me to Alec, his features tight. “We need to speak with him in regard to his relation to the suspect.”

      “I … I don’t understand.” I look between the men, who both cut their gazes from mine. “The person in custody?” I whisper, swallowing past the pain in my throat. “Who is it?”

      “We’ve arrested Marissa Daniels.”

      Marissa.

      That’s the name of the woman who has been repetitively calling Alec over the last few weeks.

      But wait …

      My hands fly to my stomach as it begins to ache, and I pull myself from Alec’s hold, tears blurring my vision. “Daniels?”

      He glances to the men and back, the skin around his eyes pinching. His pained expression begs for me to wait, to hear him out, and my heartbeat grows heavy.

      His body sags as he looks at me. “My wife.”

      I stare at the man in front of me. The one I thought I was coming to know, starting to love, wishing to keep. The man who belongs to another.

      I trip over my own feet, dizziness taking over, and I fall against the wall.

      “Baby, please …” Alec reaches for me, but I deny him.

      My hands fly to my temples, applying pressure in an attempt to stop the pounding that’s begun.

      I can’t lose them both in the same day.

      “We need to go,” the officer tells him right as Rowan pounds up the walk.

      “Oakley!” he screams, and I cry harder.

      His frantic eyes scan the area until they land on me, and he quickly grabs hold of me, hugging me tight. “What happened? What’s going on?” he asks all of us.

      “My dad, Row. He’s … he’s gone.”

      Rowan’s face falls, and he starts to speak, “Wha—”

      “He was murdered,” I cry, my lifeless stare landing on Alec.

      Rowan swings his gaze to him. He quickly sets me back against the wall and rushes Alec, who allows him to shove him against the wall, but the officers pull him back.

      “What the fuck did you do? Shit always goes wrong when you’re here!”

      “It was his wife,” I mutter numbly, staring into Alec’s eyes.

      “Wife?” Rowan growls. “Wife? You pushed for her, asked me to step back, and you’re fucking married? I knew you were into shady shit, Alec, but this?”

      Alec doesn’t say a word; he doesn’t pull his stare from mine. The detective motions for him to follow him outside, but he doesn’t budge from his place against the wall; he doesn’t look away from me.

      “I’m very sorry, Ms. Rivera,” the officer speaks quietly. “But you’ll need to come down as well.”

      When my tear-filled eyes land on his, he gives me a forced half-smile.

      “It’s customary. Just a few questions.”

      Sniffing, I look away, nodding. “Yeah, okay.”

      “Would you like to drive with us?” he asks hesitantly. “Just so you know, Mr. Daniels will also be in the vehicle.”

      I don’t look up, the weight of Alec’s stare crushing me from the inside.

      “I’ll take her,” Rowan tells him, saving me from the pain that ride was sure to cause.

      Alec doesn’t fight it; he doesn’t say a word as the detective tells him to head for the car.

      Rowan turns to me, his breath choppy. “It’ll be okay.”

      I give a sad smile, reaching up to run my hand down his cheek, and his eyes tighten.

      “Come on, Oaks. Let’s get this over with.”

      We lock up and make our way to Rowan’s truck, waiting for the officer to pull away before Rowan shifts into gear.

      With a deep breath, I pull my phone from my purse.

      “Who are you gonna call, Oaks?” Rowan asks quietly as he pulls from the curb, knowing I have no one left.

      I sniff. “I have to call Hillock. Tomorrow’s Monday. Someone has to run the academy since … since Alec and I won’t be there.” I cut my eyes out the window, fighting for a deep breath against the pressure in my chest.

      “I’m sure that can wait a little while,” Rowan offers, trying to help, but he’s wrong. “Maybe after we have more information?”

      “No. Better to handle it now in case it takes him a while to get here, he’s still supposed to be on vacation.” I squeeze my eyes shut, dreading making the call to Dad’s best friend—his partner—to tell him he was killed. Murdered by the wife of one of their very own Blazes.

      When I unlock my screen, my breath hitches, and my hand shoots out, slapping against Rowan’s chest. My wide eyes meet his.

      “What?”

      “I have a voice message … from my dad.”

      Rowan glances between me and the road before swiftly pulling over.

      My finger hovers over the button for several seconds before he reaches over and presses my thumb down, and the message begins to play.

      “Hi, baby girl …” my dad’s gruff voice begins.

      My hand slams over my mouth, tears running across my knuckles.

      “I’ve missed you, and I’m so sorry I couldn’t make it home to you.” He hesitates, and I hold my breath. “Oakley, I need you to remember what I told you. How, sometimes, the ones we think care the least care the most. How people who love you can do the most damage, but sometimes, they hurt you for you.” His usually strong, powerful voice comes across cracked and powerless, wrong. “I need you to remember this, even when it feels impossible. You need to be brave enough to find the truth behind the reason. And I know you are, baby girl. Even if right now, you don’t feel it. It’s there, inside you.”

      I hear his broken sigh, and I know he’s crying. I’ve never seen my dad cry.

      “Be unstoppable, baby girl. Never forget how much I love you.”

      My phone falls to my lap, and I sob into my hands.

      Dead. My father is dead. Alec is married, and Rowan has never truly cared.

      I don’t know what will happen from here … but one thing is for sure.

      Marissa Daniels won’t get away with this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      “Ms. Rivera,” Detective Murphy says my name so callously that it makes my chest ache.

      I’m nothing but another name in a file to this man. He doesn’t give a shit about how I’m feeling right now, and he can hardly even make himself act like he does.

      “I know it’s been a long day, and we’ve asked a million questions, but I have a couple more.” He clears his throat, a deep crease forming across his large forehead. He licks his lips and looks down, lightly tapping his knuckle on the cool metal tabletop.

      I know what he’s about to ask, but I’m going to make him say it.

      I’m gonna force him to look into my face and lay the blame on me for my own father’s death.

      It’s not like I haven’t already thought it. It was the first rational thought that crossed my mind after the initial shock and denial.

      Could I have been the force behind the cause? Were my hands on her husband what brought hers to my dad?

      Did she even do this?

      And who the fuck is she?

      Angry tears escape before I can stop them, and I hastily wipe them away, meeting Murphy’s eyes.

      When I swallow, his eyes narrow. “You have to understand, coming to your home in search of the both of you was very suspect.”

      “I understand fine.” I hold his stare, and he sees the truth to the unasked question, his light eyes pinching at the edges. “Ask me, Detective Murphy.”

      He nods, moving to sit on the edge of the table. “Were you and Alec Daniels involved?”

      “Involved?”

      “An affair, Ms. Rivera.”

      I swallow past the bile fighting to make its way up my throat. I mean, an affair is an affair, right? Even if one person has no idea the other already belongs to someone else.

      “Perhaps.”

      “Emotional or sexual or both?”

      “Does the difference between the two really matter?”

      He eyes me, and I can tell he has more to ask, more to say, but he simply stares.

      I look to Officer Bennett, who has been sitting silently this entire time, and then back to Detective Murphy. “Tell me what led you to her.”

      “The last call your father made was to a number registered to Marissa Daniels.”

      My brows pull in as confusion swims in my gut, making me nauseous. “Are you sure?”

      “We’re sure. As far as she told us, this is all a misunderstanding. She says she simply called your father’s number because she had been trying to reach her husband.” The judgment shows then, and suddenly, I’m the dirty, wrong one. “She was worried; she hadn’t heard from him in a few days, and it wasn’t like him. She knew your dad would be able to reach him. Seems he worked for your dad?” When I nod, he holds his hands out. “As you can see, her story checks out. We have no reason to believe she’s involved. She’s simply a concerned wife—and with good reason, it seems.”

      “I … but …”

      This is wrong. Something is wrong.

      My father knew about her? He knew Alec was married, and still, he nudged me toward him?

      Was I only to learn to trust him and not grow to love him?

      Was I not supposed to fall?

      My breaths come faster, and beads of sweat form across my hairline as my skin grows clammy.

      A trash can is shoved into my face right as I start dry-heaving, nothing but acid in my stomach fighting its way out.

      After a moment, a box of tissues is passed to me, and I take one, wiping my mouth before meeting the men’s stares.

      “Let me save you some trouble,” I tell them, shifting to stand. “I don’t know if she knew about me, considering I didn’t know he had a wife before today. I don’t know if she is sane or crazy and would come after my dad to get back at me for touching what’s clearly hers. I don’t know if my father knew of her, but it sounds like he must have. And I don’t know why he called her minutes before his death. I know nothing other than I’m tired, worn down, and done for today.”

      I take another tissue and run it under my eyes to clear them of any evidence that shows more tears have fallen. I thank the men and walk out with my head locked high in pride that I don’t feel and with strength I can’t find.

      I will not break in this place.
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        * * *

      

      Alec

      

      My leg won’t stop bouncing. My mind keeps screaming, and I can’t think straight. Too many questions and too many thoughts to sift through, but I can’t focus for shit. Not sure I’m answering these dickheads correctly because all my fucked up mind will show me is Rowan jumping in like a knight that he’s not, but all of a fuckin’ sudden, he wants to be.

      Am I glad she had him there for her at that moment?

      No.

      Should I be?

      Still say no.

      I’m fucked up, I know, but when it comes to Oakley, I don’t care.

      I’ll kill him.

      If he so much as touches her in any way other than a comforting hug to help her get through this, he’s fucking burned.

      No, scratch that. He doesn’t get to touch her at all.

      This is some bullshit.

      I drag my hands down my face, letting them hit the table with a bang. Course I was thrown in a room with two rookie officers instead of Murphy and the douche bag he’d shown up with. I thought for sure he wanted to grill me, but it seems all he wanted was a chance to talk with Oakley. Guess all my double scheming is still safe for now. Fucking kills me to know she’s in there, dealing with him by herself.

      “Okay, Mr. Daniels, you’re free to go. Seems your wife’s been cleared for now.”

      I shoot up from my seat and stomp for the door, and the second I step into the hall, Oakley walks around the corner.

      I step forward, my jaw clenching when her muscles lock at the sight of me. “We need to talk.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      I fight to keep my cool when all I wanna do is throw her ass over my shoulder and get the fuck outta here. I step closer, and this time, her spine straightens.

      “Oakley—”

      “Stop.”

      My gaze flits between hers, and I see the damage done. I hurt her; I know. But the look in her eyes tells me she thinks I’ve broken her, but she’s stronger than even she knows.

      She’s Blaze through and through.

      Rowan steps around the corner right then, and instantly, his glare turns hard. He slides himself between me and my fucking woman and gets in my face.

      “Are you kidding me?” he seethes. “You fuck up like you did and then corner her like this?”

      Reaching behind him, he gently pushes Oakley backward, stepping away with her like she’s some fragile woman who needs it.

      She’s not.

      Her barren eyes find mine, secretly searching for a truth I can’t show. Not here, not now. So, she finds nothing, and the disappointment she can’t cover hits me hard, right in the fucking gut.

      I hate doing this to her.

      “Wait, and I’ll find a way to get you home,” I tell her.

      Her face scrunches in disgust. Rowan laughs humorlessly, moving closer to me.

      “Go fuck yourself,” she seethes. “But you should probably clean me off before you fuck your wife.” With that, she spins around, quickly breaking for the exit, Rowan at her side.

      “Oakley,” I growl, but they keep moving. “Stop.”

      “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the infamous Oakley Rivera.” A grating voice comes from behind me, and my fists lock tight.

      Oakley and Rowan both jolt to a stop and slowly spin to face us.

      “I must admit, you are much less than I expected.”

      Oakley fights to keep her body steady as she slides her eyes to the woman at my side.

      “For a second there, I was almost worried, but I can see now that was unnecessary.”

      I stare at Oakley as she stares at her.

      “I’m Marissa Daniels.”

      A hand glides up my arm, and now, it’s Oakley’s jaw that clenches, her eyes fighting a war of emotions—to break or to brave it. And, like I knew it would, rage wins over everything.

      Oakley steps closer, and out of the corner of my eye, I see Marissa grin.

      “Don’t think me a fool. Something is off with all of this, and I will figure out what it is.”

      Marissa’s smile is unhurried. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “You’d better hope not because if I find out you had anything to do with …” She swallows. She can’t say it. “Nobody will be able to keep me from you.” Her eyes are low and purposeful as they drag back to me. “Not even your husband.”

      Marissa laughs obnoxiously, and Oakley books it through the doors, practically fucking running with Rowan following behind.

      And I’m right on her damn tail ’cause I don’t fucking think so.

      “I swear to God, woman.” I increase my speed to catch up. “If you think you’re leaving here with him—”

      She spins, her angry eyes fired up and way past the point of rational. She’s pissed off, confused, and fucking devastated, but she refuses to show the world her pain.

      Like I said, strong as fuck.

      She’s begging me to lay off.

      Can’t do it.

      “Alec …” She reads me right, knows I can’t back down, and her nostrils flare, her nose growing red. “Don’t.”

      “If he takes you, I’ll follow, and then I’ll be right back in front of you when you step out. No point in all this. Do not leave here with him.”

      “And who would you have me leave with, hmm? You and your wife?”

      “This isn’t about her.”

      She laughs incredulously, her hands moving to hit her thighs as she shakes her head at me.

      “My dad is dead. Your mentor. And your wife, who is standing in front of the doorway, staring at us, posing like she’s on a fucking runway, might have had something to do with it. Or not. Who the fuck knows? It is taking everything inside me not to march right up to her and tear her fucking eyes out. Back. The fuck. Off.”

      “No.”

      Her head draws back, and it all becomes too much. Tears fill her eyes. She shifts her jaw and looks off, unwilling to cry in front of me. “I need to get out of here. Now. I can’t … I need to go.”

      Arctic-blue eyes meet mine, a dam building and ready to burst.

      I step forward, and anticipating my move, she steps back at the same exact moment.

      “Don’t,” I growl, the pressure against my ribs growing tighter, making it hard to breathe. “Don’t step farther from me and closer to him.”

      Rowan shifts his feet, catching my attention, and I cut my eyes his way to find his pinched at the edges as he stares at Oakley.

      I know he caught what she’d said in there. He knows I had her.

      Fuck that. He knows I have her.

      “Let me leave, Alec. It’s been a real shitty day.” She sniffs, glancing away. “And night for that matter.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      Her voice is much quieter when she speaks again. “Don’t add to it by making me watch her touch you.”

      Fuck, baby …

      I grind my jaw to keep myself still. I wanna fucking hold her, but Marissa’s steps are growing closer.

      “Go,” I force myself to say.

      Her eyes fly to mine. I see the suspicion in the way she’s slow to step back. It’s rightfully placed. She’s gonna hate me for a while, even more after the shit I’m about to pull, but I meant what I said to her dad. Once the move is made, there’s no going back.

      Not for me and damn sure not for her.

      It’s the only way, and it’s guaranteed to piss her off.

      She walks toward Rowan’s truck, and I let her.

      I shift, glaring at my brother over my shoulder, speaking low so that Marissa can’t hear, “Watch yourself, Rowan. I fucking mean it.”

      He scoffs, “You’ve got a lot of nerve, man. She’s not your woman to worry about.”

      I spin, getting in his face, and he stands tall against me, daring me to lay fucking claim, knowing damn well my words are limited with Marissa now right behind me.

      “Get out of here,” he growls. “Go back to where you came from and take your trouble with you.”

      “Oh, honey,” Marissa speaks now, her hand landing on my arm. She grins proudly, tilting her head as she looks from my brother to my girl as she slides into Rowan’s truck. “I won’t be going anywhere for a while.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      She wants to see me break, right here, right now. At her hands.

      I would never. A woman who might have something to do with my dad’s death, who shares the last name of the man who played me, made me fall for him before I even knew it was happening. Never.

      The boldness she clearly has will be a problem. Coming up to me like that, making herself known to the daughter of the man she spoke to mere hours before his death.

      Hell, who knows? Maybe she had zero to do with it, and she really is the victim. I don’t know. But I have too much going on in my head to stop and consider it.

      I wanted nothing more than to hurl myself at her and demand answers she might not have and that the police obviously hadn’t gotten, but I can’t be arrested. Can’t risk losing all I have left by having a mental breakdown where others can see.

      I’ll cry tonight, by myself in the shower, not here in front of others who will either pity or earn power over me.

      I don’t need pity, and I’d never give them power.

      What I want is answers.

      I want my dad.

      Alec tries to catch my stare through the windshield, but I pretend like I don’t notice, closing my eyes as I drop against the seat.

      A few seconds go by, and then Rowan’s door opens. He slides in, gently closing the door behind him.

      “Oaks,” Rowan whispers, and I roll my head his way, locking my eyes with his. “I’m gonna take you to get some food. Anything sound good?”

      As if I could eat right now.

      He’s only trying to help in the way he knows how.

      I look back to the road. “Surprise me, Row.”

      Rowan ends up running through a Taco Bell drive-through around the corner from his place. When he pulls up at his house, I don’t question it. I follow him inside.

      We get comfortable on the couch, neither of us eating more than a few bites of our food, but both soaking in the silence for a little while before he sighs and looks to me.

      “I don’t know what to do or say here, Oakley. What do I do?” His gaze drops to the floor before meeting mine again. “Do I ask if you’re okay when I know you’re not? Talk about your dad or ask what the detectives told you, if anything? Do I call and cuss out my brother for … for hurting you like I’m thinking he did? Do I hold you like I used to?” He takes a shuddering breath, shifting to look me in the eye better. “Am I even allowed to hold you anymore?”

      “You can do whatever you want, Rowan,” I tell him numbly.

      He frowns. He licks his lips and looks away. “Yeah, Oaks, I know. But what is it that you want? Do you want to talk about your dad? Do you want to lie here and cry in my arms? Or do you … do you want …”

      “Or do I want Alec?” I finish for him when his words die off.

      His gaze bounces between mine, and slowly, he nods. “Do you?”

      Do I?

      Does it make me sick if the first answer that hits me is yes?

      “What I want is to go home now, Rowan. Take me home.”

      “Is that a good idea? You shouldn’t be alone, especially now. And what if the threat is still out there?”

      “I had a live-in babysitter, and someone still got in my house. Someone got to my dad, wherever the hell he was. I don’t think we could stop anything if we tried.”

      His forehead pinches in remorse, and I sigh, reaching over to grab his hand.

      “Row,” I whisper. “Thank you for trying. I know you want to make this easier on me, but I need to be alone for a little while. It still doesn’t seem real. I don’t think it’s hit me yet, and I want to be in my home when it does.”

      “I don’t want to leave you alone.”

      “I know.” I offer a small smile. “But you will. Besides, you have class tomorrow. You need to get some sleep.”

      His face scrunches as his head slightly draws back. “I can’t go to class while you’re—”

      “Rowan, stop.” I pull myself up with the little strength I have left. “I’m serious. You’ve worked your ass off for this chance. I know you want to be here for me, and I appreciate that, but Blaze needs to come first right now. No matter what happens, I won’t let my dad’s program fail.” My voice grows quieter as sadness fights its way to the surface. “I need to make sure, if nothing else, the school isn’t affected. That’s something you can do for me. Stay focused and kick ass. And tell me if the stand-in instructors Hillock brings in ‘til I’m back suck,” I try to joke, but it falls flat.

      He knows as well as I do that I don’t want anyone else running my training courses. Especially people I didn’t vet myself.

      “Okay, Oaks,” he whispers. “Okay.” He nods, moving to stand without looking my way. “Let’s get you home, huh?”

      We make our way to his truck, and after what feels like an eternity, he’s parking in front of my house.

      He drops his hands from the steering wheel and says nothing, knowing I need a minute. I lay my head against the headrest, closing my eyes for a moment.

      My dad is gone. I have no idea how to go forward, but tonight, I’ve decided I don’t even want to think about it. I want to pretend like nothing happened and try to sleep. When I wake up tomorrow, I’ll figure out what happens next.

      I open my eyes and look to Rowan. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      He doesn’t speak, just nods, a deep crease in his brow. “Or tonight, if you need to.”

      With a flat smile, I pull my keys from my pocket, and I head for the door, waving at Rowan as I reach for the handle.

      He pulls away right as the knob is yanked from my grasp.

      My eyes fly forward as the door flies open.

      Alec fucking Daniels is standing inside my home as if he still has the right.

      “What the—”

      “Save it, Oakley,” he cuts me off, his tone bored. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “How dare you! Get out of my house!”

      I shove him, but he doesn’t budge. His large frame stays planted right in front of me.

      “This is my home, my father’s home! For all I know, this is all your fault!” I shout, angry tears building. “We were fine before you showed up! Now, he’s dead … and your wife might be involved!”

      “Oakley—”

      “Wife, Alec! You’re fucking married! All the shit you did to get my attention, the shit you said to me, the things you did with me?” My head pulls back, anger evaporating for heartache, and I hate myself for showing it. “Just … leave. Go away. Go back to your home, wherever that is, and forget these last few weeks.”

      “Can’t.”

      A broken chuckle leaves me, and I want to fight. I want to argue, but I’ve got nothing left in me tonight. I’m about to crumble, and I’ll be damned if it’s in front of him.

      “You know what?” I throw my hand up, my voice scratchy. “It doesn’t matter. Do what you want. You always do. I need to shower and sleep, and I can’t … I can’t even stand the sight of you right now.”

      This time, he lets me shove past him, and I hustle down the hall, but when I pass his room, I jolt to a stop and take the two steps back to glance inside.

      The air turns to stone, clogging my throat.

      Four-inch tan heels lie at the foot of his bed, flower-print luggage scattered across the comforter we messed up just last night.

      My chest grows tight, my knees weak, but somehow, I manage to turn my head when I feel him behind me.

      My brows pull in as his jaw sets tight, deep creases forming at the edges, eyes as dead as his soul must be to dare this.

      He wouldn’t … didn’t …

      The creak of the bathroom door has my head pulling right.

      Wearing a see-through satin-and-lace gown, she leans against the frame, her eyes raking over me in disdain before hitting mine.

      Marissa fucking Daniels is in my home.

      The corner of her mouth lifts as her head tilts mockingly. “Hey, roomie.”

      What. The. Fuck?
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        * * *

      

      Alec

      

      I force my expression to be neutral as Oakley stands there, frozen for a split second, before she continues toward her room.

      She looks unfazed, completely unaffected, but I can see it in her measured steps; she’s about to snap. And, truth be told, not sure what’ll happen when she does.

      I move forward, planting both feet in front of Marissa, who has stepped to the middle of the hall.

      She looks up, a small smile forming on her lips. “Husband.”

      “Marissa.”

      “Anything you’d like to share?”

      “I was ’bout to ask you the same thing. Quite a surprise, you showing up like this.” I pop a brow.

      She hums, stepping closer, her hands sliding up over my chest, and I force myself not to shove her off.

      “How about a bedroom surprise?” she whispers. “It’s been too long. I need my man to remind me what he’s capable of.”

      I grab her wrists and remove her from me. “We’ve got shit to talk about.”

      Her tongue pokes out to touch my lips. “We can talk in the morning.”

      “It can’t wait.” I go to push her through my bedroom door, but she jerks away, her eyes narrowing slightly.

      Her wheels are spinning, and the last thing I need right now is for her to look closer, so I grab her by the front of her nightgown and yank her to me, biting into my cheek when she moans. I bring my hands around her frame and scoop her up, carrying her into my room.

      The room where, just last night, I had my dream girl for the first time.

      I’m going to hell.

      “You’re right.” I toss her on the bed and walk back to the door to lock it. I turn to find a picture so fucked up I can’t even let myself stop to think about it. “We can talk tomorrow.”

      She starts giggling, and then her nightgown hits the floor, my conscience buried somewhere beneath it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Alec

      

      When Marissa slips into the shower, I knock on Oakley’s bedroom door, but as expected, she doesn’t answer.

      “Open the door before I bust it down.”

      She knows I would, and that’s when panic kicks in because, still, there’s no sound coming from the other side.

      I stalk over to my room to grab the knife off the dresser, and I quickly jam it in her door, breaking the lock from the frame.

      Her room is fucking empty.

      I go to the closet but can’t tell if anything’s missing, so I yank open her first few drawers, and they’re damn near bare.

      “Fuck!” I scrub my hands over my head, my knife still in my hand. “Fuck, fuck.”

      She’s gone.

      I rush back to my room for my phone and call my brother.

      He answers on the fourth ring.

      “What?”

      “Bring her ass home.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking—”

      “Don’t fuck with me, Rowan. I mean it.”

      “Hey, Alec? Fuck. You.” I hear him rustling around before he comes back on the line. “You’ve got nerve, asshole.”

      “So, she is there.”

      “Again, fuck you. Take your whore to Mom’s if you need to be somewhere, or better yet … fucking leave. But, whatever you do, get the hell out of Oakley’s house.”

      That’s confirmation enough. She’s there.

      I hang up, grab my keys from the nightstand, and head for the door.

      Before I reach for the knob, Marissa’s voice questions, “Going after the girl?”

      My fingers flex against the metal, and I glance over my shoulder at her. “Not now, Marissa.”

      My eyes shift between hers, and she nods slowly before moving back to the room. Then, I’m out the door.

      Not sure how I get here, as I was driving blind, but before I know it, I’m pulling in front of Rowan’s place. The second I throw the truck in park, his front door swings open.

      Good, he was expecting me.

      He storms out as I charge for the entrance, and like I knew he would, he swings. I let him hit me square in the jaw before I dip my shoulders, wrap him up, and drop his ass flat on his back.

      He coughs, grabbing his side, as I step over him and rush through the front door.

      I scan the kitchen and living room before heading down the hall. The bathroom door is open, so I skip right past it until I’m at Rowan’s bedroom door, which is also open. I step inside.

      Long blonde hair is wet and stuck to her neck and shoulders, a stained blue towel wrapped around her body. Missed beads of water trickle down her neck and chest, making my anger boil as my dick grows hard.

      She goes to open her mouth but closes it, shaking her head at me before dropping onto the mattress, and it all comes to a head. The weight of the day, the thoughts of last night. The sight she saw and sounds she was forced to hear in her own home.

      She cries, her entire body shaking, as helplessness runs through her.

      And I can’t fucking move. I’m stuck, locked up hard as stone with no words to ease her in this moment.

      This is my fault.

      Rowan bursts into the room then, his hand coming to hit against the door, but he, too, freezes where he stands.

      My eyes connect with his, and I hate that he knows what she needs like I do.

      He moves to his closet, pulling out a blanket, and steps toward her. My hand shoots forward and clamps on to his shoulder, pulling him back. He spins to face me, his eyes narrowing in rage, but neither of us says a word.

      He sees it, knows I don’t want him near her, don’t want him touching her, but when another soft sound comes from Oakley, another break in her armor, I squeeze my eyes shut.

      My hands on her will only make this moment worse.

      When my eyes open again, some of the tension leaves Rowan’s shoulders, and he takes a slow step back before turning to her completely.

      I bite my tongue until that familiar metallic taste coats my teeth as I prepare to see his skin touch hers.

      When he gently brushes her hair from her face, she takes a deep breath and looks up, giving him a small smile, one I want for myself.

      Neither spares me a glance.

      I’m the bad guy after all.

      He nods, and she lowers herself onto his bed, still in a towel. He lays the blanket over her. She pulls it up to her neck and tucks her face away, closing herself off from the outside world.

      I force my feet to exit the room but stop just outside to lean against the wall.

      I can’t do this. Can’t go another day with her questioning everything that she’s come to learn about me.

      I’ve worked too hard, waited too damn long to allow her to see me, only to lose her overnight.

      I planned to delay us. I wanted it to happen at the right time, but putting me under the same roof as Oakley was like dangling a diamond in front of a thief. It was out of my hands at that point.

      Maybe, if she’d pushed back harder, I could have held off, but she wanted me just the same, even when she denied it to herself.

      I’m not sure how much time has passed when Rowan steps out.

      He comes to a screeching halt when he sees me still outside the door, which he quietly pulls closed.

      “You need to leave, Alec.” His eyes are dark and full of hate, maybe even fear, but his words are strong.

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Why the fuck not? It was easy for you to walk away two years ago.”

      “She wasn’t mine then.”

      “She isn’t yours now,” he growls.

      I take a deep breath, turning to face him full-on. “She is mine, Rowan. She’s been mine … since before she knew she was. Don’t stand there and pretend like you didn’t see this coming.” When his face falls, I continue, “It’s the exact reason you started coming on strong when I got back. You’ve known for years that she’s what I wanted, so you’ve kept her at arm’s length, making sure she didn’t see me. You were afraid if she knew I wanted her, that maybe she’d want me, too. And where would that leave you, little brother? If you loved her, you’d have realized long ago that she was worth risking everything for.” I hit my chest. “I’ve known it. I waited—”

      He laughs, shouldering past me, and I follow him a few steps but don’t leave the hall.

      “You didn’t wait for shit, Alec. You’re fucking married. Whatever you think you had or planned to try for with Oakley is over.”

      “You don’t know shit about what’s happening here, so don’t play like you do.”

      “So, tell me!” he shouts, spinning to face me again. “Tell me what’s going on. Tell me where you were and what you did while you were gone. Tell me why you and Mom always had private conversations that shushed the second I walked in the room. Tell me why, when you came back after two fucking years of no word from you … all you cared about doing was pulling the one person who had given me all she had right out from under me?”

      My brows pull in as I scan Rowan’s face.

      Son of a bitch.

      This goes so much deeper than my girl lying in his bed.

      “Things are tough right now—”

      “You came back out of fucking nowhere and have been screwing with what I was trying to build with her! You’re supposed to be my brother!”

      “I am your brother!”

      When he starts laughing, placing his hands on his hips as he turns away with his head shaking, my spine straightens.

      Oh fuck.

      He locks his eyes on mine and sees that it’s clicked.

      I hang my head, and he scoffs.

      “I should have known. We couldn’t be more different. Shit, we don’t even look alike.”

      “How’d you find out?”

      “Needed my original birth certificate for the first time when the academy started. Seems the Daniels name passed me right up.”

      “Rowan—”

      “She had an affair and got pregnant after ‘Dad’ already got snipped. He didn’t let her give me his name. Guess I know now why he didn’t like coming home much, huh? Couldn’t stand to look at me.”

      “He’s a piece of shit.”

      He ignores me. “It’s no wonder it was so easy for you to take off. You weren’t leaving much behind, right?”

      “Just because we don’t share the same sperm donors doesn’t mean—”

      “You’re not my brother!” His eyes harden. “A brother wouldn’t step in where he wasn’t wanted.”

      “That’s not what’s happening here.” I take a step closer to him, trying to keep my voice low. “Things aren’t easy to explain right now, Rowan, but—”

      He scoffs, “Talk to me, Alec.” Again, his voice is strong, but his eyes beg as they bounce between mine. “Shit, tell me anything.”

      When I glance away for a moment before meeting his stare again, his shoulders drop an inch.

      He licks his lips. “If she came out here right now and demanded answers, would you give them to her?”

      That’s easy because I know she wouldn’t ask. “Yes.”

      He nods, looking off. “That’s what I thought. Get the fuck out of my house.” He meets my stare. “Or I’ll call the police and have you arrested for harassment.”

      “I’m not leaving her here.”

      “What are you afraid of, big brother?” he taunts. “Think things might get a little out of hand?”

      “She’s emotional right now. I won’t let her feed off that and do something she doesn’t really want.”

      “You mean me, right? She doesn’t want me?” Rowan leans against the back of the couch. “A few weeks don’t erase twelve years of feelings, Alec. Things can still change.”

      “They won’t.”

      His smirk is slow. “If you were sure, you wouldn’t be here. If you were confident in what you thought you had or wanted with her, you’d give her the time she needed.”

      Brave little bastard is about to get his ass kicked.

      He’s hurt, and I get it, but there’s more going on here. We’ll have to push past this another time.

      He pulls out his phone to taunt me with his fake threat, so I do him one better. I whip out my phone and dial 911.

      “Yeah, there’s a fire at North Gate Apartments, number twenty-three.” I hang up before they ask more questions.

      His eyes pinch and then widen as I pull a matchbook from my pocket—something we’re required to keep on hand as Blaze. I strike it against the wall, lighting the entire pack at once. I toss it past him, onto the couch that happens to be covered in paperwork, and rush for his room.

      I sweep Oakley up off the bed, squeezing her tighter when she starts to fight me.

      We hit the hall, and she gasps at the familiar smell, frantically looking to find Rowan fighting to put out the flame that’s taken over a few of the cushions.

      She screams, and he yells.

      And I’m out the door.
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      Oakley

      

      He’s delusional.

      I don't know what he expected after the shit storm I woke up to two mornings ago. To show up, tossing me over his damn body and forcing me back to my house, where his fucking wife was sound asleep in the bed I slept in only a day before.

      Like a complete hypocrite, he berated me about my decision to take off, as if it wasn’t expected, warranted even, and basically locked me in my own room as if he had the right.

      I let him. I didn’t fight, didn’t even utter a damn word.

      It was the right move, because big bad Alec couldn’t mask – or didn’t care to – his emotions. Clear as day, fear shone in his treacherous stare and it disgusted me.

      How could he possibly think, even for a second, I’d bend at his will or even entertain his thoughts or feelings?

      Like I said, delusional, which is one of the many reasons I snuck off again the first chance I got.

      I was dead on my feet when he found me at Rowan’s, but after his stunt, my body’s been riding on a wave of over-hyped endorphins. It’s night fall, I’ve been up a solid forty-eight hours, and I’m no closer to rest. I laid in my fluffy hotel bed for five hours, staring up at the pebbled ceiling and couldn’t even force my eyes closed.

      With a sigh, I turn off the water and sit back. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath. A stupid bath is the only thing I could think of to try and relax my mind. I need sleep and it won’t come.

      I keep seeing flashes of my dad, creating scenario after scenario of what could have happened. Where I sit, I know nothing. I understand nothing and it has me drowning in helplessness, something I’m not used to. I hate it.

      Just when the tension in my shoulders starts to fade into the scorching water... the fucking fire alarm goes off.

      You have got to be kidding me.

      The hotel room phone begins to ring and I listen as door after door in the hall is opened and shuffles of feet begin to file down the hall – so much for a corner suite, still hear everything around.

      Kids are crying, parents are yelling, and the staff is attempting to calm and convince everyone this will be a safe and quick evacuation... from the fifteenth floor.

      With a roll of my eyes, I lift the cheap champagne I found in my room to my lips and down a solid glass’ worth. I step out and drag myself to my bag I didn’t even get to unpack and toss my dirty clothes inside while pulling out a fresh pair of sweats and T-shirt.

      I hear when the argument starts.

      The poor little bellboy tells him, as nice and scared as can be, “Sir, you’re going the wrong way, you need to head downstairs until the fire department can get here and ... sir ... sir!”

      And then my door’s kicked open and a raging, fuming, Alec Daniels stands in front of me, sweat dripping from his temples and all. Teeth bared, eyes bulging, he growls as he charges forward, but I cut him off before he can speak, my bag already slung over my shoulder.

      “Save it.” I push past him out the door and surprisingly he lets me, but of course he stays on my heels.

      No point in fighting. Clearly it wasn’t simply my being at Rowan’s that ticked him off, it was my being gone period.

      We start down the stairs, single fucking file and slow as shit as we follow every other guest down the long ass line.

      When we finally reach the first floor, I can actually smell the smoke and my eyes dart to Alec’s.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      He ignores me, gripping my arm to pull me through the door and toward his truck...that’s parked right in front of the exit.

      He yanks the door open and turns his glare on me, so I flip him off and hop inside, slamming the door behind me.

      Soon as he’s behind the wheel, I start.

      “Another fire, really?”

      The vein in his neck thumps hard against his skin, he’s seconds away from losing it. “Towels.”

      “That was stupid.”

      “Tossed em on a float in the pool. It’s contained.”

      Course it is, he’s not only trained to put out the flames but how to purposely cause them without risk, the big bad Blaze.

      “You’re impulsive.”

      He jerks to a stop and slides over in his seat, anger lacing his features. “They’re lucky I didn’t burn the fucking place down. And the next time you take off, I don’t give a shit where you go, it’ll be ashes as I drag your ass out. Don’t wanna be responsible for something burning to the ground? Stay. Fucking. Put.”

      Frustration and anger turn into hot tears and I jerk away from him. “I hate you.”

      He takes off, more force behind his foot than necessary. “Yeah, well.” His voice loses some of its vigor. “Guess we’re bout back where we started, huh?”

      Not even close.

      I fight a growl, shifting my glare out the side window.

      This is a fucking nightmare.

      I’m in hell.

      And Alec is the devil.

      And married.

      And he fucked his wife on the bed he’d fucked me on … with me right down the hall.

      He lit his brother’s house on fire.

      I mean, what in the hell?

      I’m disgusted with myself for even caring about these things when my focus should be on the fact that my father is gone. It’s as if Alec’s drama is clouding the thoughts of my dad, and I hate it.

      I shouldn’t be thinking about anything other than the one man I could always depend on. Shouldn’t want to hug and hold anyone but him right now, yet I can’t help but wish I had a strong, tattooed shoulder to lean on. To tell me that, one day, everything will be okay when it seems so far-fetched.

      I glance at Alec, and his eyes hit mine a moment before focusing back on the road.

      In the last few weeks, even leading up to early this morning, I’d have claimed to have three people who cared for me.

      Now, I’m not so sure I even have one.

      I like to think Rowan does, but our friendship took a hit when everything with Alec came to light, and it has me questioning everything I’d thought I knew about him. He had known that Alec had feelings for me and made him feel like shit about it—to the point where Alec willingly filled the bully role. Rowan had kept me close to keep me away from his brother, which led me to believe he cared for me deeper than he showed, but apparently, he never did. It was all for fear of losing me.

      But I’d never have abandoned his friendship, no matter where things might have gone with Alec, something I’d thought he understood.

      Still, he’s been my best friend for a long time. Maybe I’m just pissed at the world, and there’s a deeper reason he and I have never worked. I think we’re past due for a serious conversation. I’m just not ready to have it yet. Either way, I don’t want him as mine anymore.

      I just want my friend.

      When Alec turns left instead of right at the intersection, I swallow.

      “Where are you going?”

      He takes a deep breath. He mutters his words through a wounded exhale, “You know where I’m going.”

      He’s right; I do.

      “We don’t even have to talk,” he speaks low, but his face hardens in disapproval. “Just blow off some steam. Your adrenaline had you starting to crash, and now, I’ve jacked you back up again. You’ve gotta work it out—”

      “I know how this shit works!” I snap, yanking a T-shirt and shorts from my bag that he apparently grabbed after he tossed me over his shoulder. “And I don’t want to be alone with you.”

      “Well … I need to be alone with you, Oakley. Just for a little while.”

      With a shake of my head, I pull on the shirt over my head and step into the shorts, tossing the towel to the floorboard.

      “And then what, Alec? Hmm?” I don’t turn to him but stare straight ahead. “You take me back to my house. Fuck your wife in my spare room. Disrespect the man you claimed that his opinion meant everything to you,” I scoff. “Bet he’d be real proud of how you tricked his daughter into believing you gave a damn when—”

      “Stop!” he shouts, making me jump when his hand hits the steering wheel. “There’s more going on here than you realize. I can’t just … I need you to understand.”

      “Understand what? That you’re a lying asshole?”

      He seems to think a moment before he speaks, “Understand that there are more versions of ourselves than we like to admit. The version you know is real, right. The one she knows is anything but.”

      “Yeah, well,” I mumble, looking out my window again, not even attempting to make sense of his nonsense. “Spoiler alert: Mr. Hyde dies in the end.”
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        * * *

      

      If there’s one place in the world that could help bring me reprieve in a moment of weakness, it’s Blackline Academy. I was nervous to walk in, but once I did, it was like my dad was right beside me. And I just wanna feel close to him for a little while longer.

      I hate to admit it, but Alec was right.

      I needed this.

      After the long weekend spent indoors and the taxing day I’d had, the solid workout and good sweat definitely helped. Now, my muscles feel firm yet loose, and my mind is less foggy.

      All I need now is a shower, some food, and a solid day’s worth of sleep.

      And there is no fucking way it’s happening under the same roof as Marissa fucking Daniels.

      I bend to grab my water and head for the locker room.

      Alec’s weights hit the floor. “All done?”

      “I was done the minute you said the word wife, yet here you are, still babysitting.”

      I don’t look back, and he doesn’t say another word.

      I mean, what can he really say?

      Oops, my bad. Forgot to mention that minor fucking detail. Don’t be mad.

      Piece of shit.

      I turn on the shower and pull my soiled clothes from my body before stepping under the cold spray. The freezing water stings like tiny needles, but I welcome the sting, and my head falls back to hit the wall.

      Things will be so different now.

      This place is—was—my dad’s whole heart and soul. He ran Blackline with more passion and dedication than any normal person could be known to possess for any one thing. He gave everything to this school while still giving everything to me.

      That’s one thing that made him so special. He broke a mold not a lot of men are strong enough to break. My dad wasn’t only one hundred percent devoted to his career, as many men are raised to believe they should be, but he was a hundred percent there for me, too. Always, no matter what.

      He was my mother and my father and my friend. The strongest, bravest, best man I knew.

      He was my hero.

      Tears fall before I know it’s happening, blending into the water as they both run down my face, and my body slides to the floor, my shoulders shaking as I cry into my palms.

      My skin prickles with awareness, letting me know he’s coming.

      He doesn’t say anything, and he doesn’t lift me from the cold tiles, but he squeezes himself behind me so he can wrap his arms around my frame.

      I should push him away, slap him across his face, and place guilt on him for everything wrong in my life right now. I don’t.

      Instead, I seek out long, strong fingers and entwine mine with his.

      “He was a great man, Oakley,” he whispers against my hair, and my lips start to tremble. “Brave. And he loved you with everything he had. And, even though it might mean nothing to you right now, I promise you with everything in me … I will find out what happened to him.”

      When my muscles lock against him, his hold on me tightens, a desperate attempt to convince me that his words are true when they feel fraudulent.

      “Look at me.”

      I hesitate for a moment and then shift, slightly lifting my eyes to his, and instantly, more tears fall.

      Everything hurts worse when I’m looking at him.

      His hands lift, those rough fingers forcing a sigh from me as they scrape across my cheeks, but what has me holding my breath are his eyes. So strong and determined, deep-rooted anguish hiding behind the surface as longing fights for a way out. He only had me two nights ago, yet the creases framing his eyes tell me the forty-eight hours that has passed was too long to go without me.

      But the emotions he’s showing me never make it past his lips. They get stuck there, shining back at me in a crushing silence that rings in my ears. And I know why.

      Her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Alec

      

      We’ve only pulled from the Blackline parking lot when Oakley speaks, “I want you both out by morning.”

      My grip tightens on the steering wheel. I knew it wouldn’t be long before she pushed again. I’ll admit, I hoped I’d have at least tonight to plan what came next.

      “I know you hear me.”

      I shake my head. “That can’t happen, Oakley.”

      “It will happen, or I’ll call the police and have them remove you.”

      Fuck.

      The last thing I wanna do right now is cause her more confusion, but she’s not giving me any room to avoid it. And, unlike my brother, she’s not bluffing. She’d call in a heartbeat.

      “Part of that house now belongs to me. Nobody could make me leave if they tried.”

      “What?” she shrieks and turns her glare on me, but I don’t take my eyes off the road. “You’re lying.”

      “Not lying. I have a copy of the will. I can show you as soon as we get there.”

      “How—why would he add you into his will? And when?”

      “It was before I left.”

      “Why, Alec?”

      “Precaution.” I lick my lips and briefly glance her way. “And he wanted us together, in the end.”

      “Yeah, well, the end is here, and so is a five-foot-seven blonde with fake tits and a Botox smile.”

      “Look, I know everything is fucked up right now, but—”

      “Fucked up?” she shouts. “Fucked. Up?” she scoffs. “Fucked up is my having to work ten times harder than any man to make Blaze because of who I am. Fucked up is my best friend purposely hiding things from me and then trying to play me when he feels threatened. My dad being murdered and you being married and bringing your wife, who was the last person to speak to him before he died, into my home—which is apparently yours, too—is an unimaginable disaster. How I let this happen is beyond me.” She drops back in her seat, her head falling against the headrest. “I wish I still thought I loved Rowan instead.”

      My head snaps her way, and her muscles lock up, her eyes squeezing tighter as she realizes what she just admitted.

      I yank the wheel right and skid to a stop. I quickly shift into park, throw off my seat belt, and slide across the seat until I’m right fucking against her.

      “Oakley.”

      “No,” she whispers.

      “Look at me.”

      She hesitates, taking a deep breath, before her lids open, and a blurry mess of aqua blue stabs me right in the chest. Her bottom lip starts to tremble, so she sucks it between her teeth.

      My shoulders drop. “Baby …”

      She shakes her head, glancing away, but I gently place my hand on her neck, bringing her stare back to mine.

      She swallows, whispering, “Tell me I’m dreaming. Say this isn’t real. That my dad isn’t gone.” Her eyes flick between mine. “Tell me there isn’t a woman in my home, waiting for you to come back to her. Tell me you’re not married. Tell me … you’re mine.”

      I shake my head, softly stroking her cheek.

      She swallows, leaning into my hand, all while slinking closer to the door to get farther from me. “Then, tell me you hate me.” Her tears start to fall, her face pinching. “Please.”

      I clench my jaw, my head starting to ache. “Can’t do that.”

      “Then, you’re useless to me.”

      My eyes narrow as I tip my chin. “You said, you wish you still thought you loved my brother. What does that mean?”

      She stares, giving me nothing.

      “Tell me you love me, and I’ll fix this. Right fucking here, right fucking now.”

      A bitter laugh leaves her, and she shifts away from me, tearing me up a little more with each inch. Then, with a deep inhale, resolve steels her eyes, and I watch as the shield rises, a hard glare I recognize all too well taking over.

      Shit.

      She’s cutting off the pain.

      Numbing herself.

      “I’ll never give you control by being the weak little lamb you’re asking me to be. Play your games, force yourself on me as long as you want, Alec.” She slowly shifts her eyes back to mine. “But, if you think I’ll lie there and play nice, allowing the two of you to make me squirm you’re dead fucking wrong. Now”—she scowls—“we’ve been gone for hours. Better get me home, so you can tuck your wife back into bed.”

      I stare at her, and when I see this conversation won’t go anywhere else tonight, I slide back to my seat and head for the house.
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        * * *

      

      The second we walk through the door, Oakley tosses her bag and sweater to the floor, slowly moving down the hall with her head held high, shocking the hell out of me when she whips off her shirt and tosses it in Marissa’s face as she steps out of the bedroom door.

      Marissa doesn’t flinch, but her eyes follow Oakley down the hall. When Oakley stops and turns, my eyes slide back to hers, and she fucking winks.

      It’s dark and dirty, and it stirs heat deep inside me, meaning it does exactly what she wanted it to.

      Marissa’s blank stare is slow as it slides to mine and holds.

      Oakley’s move is bold, playing a woman for her man, especially one who’s territorial over her husband.

      Problem is, Oakley has no idea who she’s messing with.

      Another thing that’s my fault.

      Oakley slams her door, and I spin for the kitchen. Yanking open the fridge, I grab a water bottle and down it.

      Her footsteps are almost silent, but I know she’s standing there.

      “Where’d you go, husband?”

      “Blackline.”

      “Why?”

      “You expected things to change because you showed up, unannounced?”

      She hums. “No, not exactly, but I can’t help but wonder what influence she has over you.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut and then spin, quickly dipping to grip Marissa by the backs of her legs so that I can lift her.

      She stares a moment, but when she feels my hard-on against her, she smirks and sinks her hands into my hair.

      She doesn’t need to know she didn’t put it there.

      “Stop talking, Marissa.”

      “With pleasure, baby.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      I hang up, blinking quickly to hide my frustration—or maybe it’s disappointment. I can’t seem to tell the two apart anymore.

      Aside from Rowan, Havannah has been my best friend for years, yet she couldn’t even make it out for the memorial. She said her school wouldn’t give her a pass since he wasn’t family, so she couldn’t come, but the Havannah I knew would have come, no matter what.

      When she video called me just now, I almost didn’t answer, but I needed to see her even if only through a screen. She looked as shitty as I probably did.

      She was detached and short. She hardly looked me in the eyes—probably because she knew she should have been here and wasn’t. That, and guilt from letting two weeks pass after my dad’s death before picking up the phone to call me. Her text doesn’t count, not when I’m used to talking to her every day.

      Rowan said I should have waited until my dad’s ashes were ready to have a ceremony, but I couldn’t. Waiting for a piece of him felt like waiting for him, and I needed reality to set in faster. This seemed like the way to go.

      It was quiet and simple with a small prayer given by Hillock beside the river he used to take me fishing at as a kid. I kept it small, choosing not to announce it to the outside world but keeping it within his Blaze family.

      It was exactly what he’d have wanted, only an easy fifty years too soon.

      Tears hit my eyes again, and I toss my phone to the grass, dropping my head against the old tree I’ve climbed at least a hundred times.

      “Everyone’s gone home.”

      When I don’t respond, he lightly pushes my phone with his shoe.

      “Was that Havannah?”

      I nod, closing my eyes.

      His shoulder hits mine as he plants himself beside me. He doesn’t say anything, knowing I can’t take much more talking today.

      The wind blows then, and the smell of the bonfire we built in my dad’s name hits my nostrils. My body starts to shake.

      Rowan shifts me, so I’m cradled against him, and I tuck into his chest.

      “It hurts, Rowan. I can’t do this.”

      He slowly rubs my back, a deep exhale leaving him. “Yeah, you can, Oaks. You might not think so, but I know it. You’re strong.”

      “But why do I always have to be?” I ask myself more than him.

      It’s not that I want to be weak, but I want someone else to be strong for me every now and again. Someone to help carry my burdens.

      Someone bold and built of resilience.

      Someone who belongs to someone else.

      I shift, dropping my forehead to his. “I feel like I’m losing. Every day, I feel … emptier. More out of place, like a fraud in my own skin. It’s not fair.”

      Rowan’s hands find my cheeks then, and he holds me there, his eyes on mine. “It’s going to be hard sometimes, days like today more than others, but you will be okay. You’ll get past this. And, you’re right; it’s not fair, but sometimes, it’s not supposed to be,” he whispers. “Sometimes, our biggest challenges are our strongest moments of growth; it’s when our true person shows, and the world gets to see what we’re made of.”

      I pull back a little so I can see him better, and he smiles softly.

      “Show the world who you are, Oakley. Strong, brave …” He trails off as he tucks my hair behind my ear, his eyes sliding back to mine when he whispers, “Beautiful. Hold on to those things.”

      “What if I can’t?” I whisper, moisture building in my eyes. “What if it’s all too much to take on my own?”

      “You’re not on your own.” He runs his knuckles across my cheek, and I reach up to grip his wrist, holding him there. “I’m here.”

      “You’re here, Row, but …”

      He tips his chin, letting me know it’s okay. “But it’s not the same?”

      I shake my head.

      Rowan takes a deep breath, his voice hardly a heard whisper. “If I ask you something, will you tell me the truth?”

      I swallow, nodding.

      “If I loved you the way you deserved, when you wanted me to, before he came, would you still have fallen for him?”

      The muscles around my heart tighten as I replay his words in my mind.

      If Rowan had given himself to me like I wanted, without a doubt, everything I had would have been his to take. But would Alec have stolen the pieces of me right out from under him?

      As if sensing my thoughts on him, the weight of Alec’s stare hits me, and my skin prickles. I don’t glance his way, but I know he’s watching from across the lot.

      I close my eyes as the sad but clear truth envelops me in both warmth and aversion.

      He’d have pocketed every part of me without permission, maybe even without my knowledge.

      When my eyes open, Rowan’s eyes pinch around the edges.

      “Let me ask you something else.” He doesn’t wait for a response. “What about now, after everything that’s happened, what if I give you everything you used to want, before him? Would you take it?”

      I open my mouth, but my eyes hit the grass.

      Would I?

      I love Rowan, but I don’t feel him inside me anymore.

      But … could I?

      In time, would the one boy who held my hand at the playground and pushed me on the swing, the one who pulled me close during scary movies and taught me how to drive a car before I was allowed, find his way back into my heart?

      Everything would hurt a little less if he could. It’s a selfish thought but true nonetheless.

      This time, when my eyes hit his, his features tighten with his muscles. He’s afraid for me to voice the answer he clearly sees. Maybe he even hoped for one answer while wanting the other. But I can read my friend just as he can read me, and I sense his reason like he understands mine. He, too, has something he desperately wants to push away. For me, it’s the pain of my new reality. For him, it’s a secret he’s yet to share.

      I lay my hand over his heart, my chest constricting in refusal, and he inhales.

      “Oakley …”

      Large, heavy hands wrap around my waist right then, and I’m hauled up and pushed away.

      “Alec!” Rowan shouts, jumping to his feet.

      Alec’s foot hits the ground hard, and he whips around. I can imagine the look he gives Rowan, but I can’t see it with my back against his chest. It has Rowan’s jaw clenching. Just when Rowan’s eyes move to mine, Alec spins again, and he starts stomping across the grass.

      And me, I’m silent, basically dead weight, because I can’t find it in me to push back right now.

      He doesn’t stop until we hit the old boat shed a solid thirty feet from the water’s edge.

      He slides open the old wooden door and blasts inside, dropping me to my feet the second we’re closed in.

      He doesn’t say anything but slams a hand against an old oil can before gripping its edges, his head hanging between his shoulders.

      I move around the front of him, and while his head doesn’t come up, his eyes do.

      And then he’s on me until my back hits a rusted tool desk.

      His stare shifts between mine, cold and callous, and I hold my breath, readying myself for the asshole to come out. But, just when his nostrils start to flare and his jaw begins to clench, his entire body sags against me. He drops his forehead to my shoulder, and I freeze, my hands stuck at my sides, his moving to wrap around my middle.

      “Don’t do it, baby,” he whispers, desperation seeping from his jagged breath, and chills spread across my skin. “Don’t give him something he can’t keep.”

      And then he’s gone, and so is the first hint of warmth I’ve felt in weeks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      With a deep breath, I toss my phone to the floor, steel my spine, and open my door.

      And I freeze where I stand.

      Alec is sitting there, right across from my room, staring up at me.

      His haggard stare trails me from my feet to my eyes. “Where are you goin’?”

      I hustle down the hall, ignoring him, and he follows.

      “Oakley.”

      “Work.”

      “I thought you might even though I don’t think you’re ready to go back yet.”

      “How ’bout you? When will you be ready to go back to where you came from?”

      “Not going anywhere.”

      I shake my head, grabbing my keys, and he reaches over my shoulder, yanking them from my hand.

      I spin to face him, and my breath locks in my throat.

      His presence is commanding. Consuming.

      I look away.

      “I’ve been gone a month. I’ve already missed an entire module. I won’t miss another.”

      Why am I explaining anything to him?

      I briefly peek at him, and he nods.

      “All right. You can ride with me.”

      When my head drops back on a laugh, he steps closer, making it die on my lips.

      “You will ride with me.”

      I keep my face as blank as possible as I glance up into his green eyes. Dark and haunted and tortured.

      Good.

      “Have you really been sitting around here, thinking you were on some sort of leave like me, babysitting or whatever it is you call what you’re doing, with the assumption that you’d go back when I did?” My eyes shift between his, and he gives nothing away, making my incredulous smile grow as my eyes widen. “Wow. Okay, let me break this down for you in layman’s terms.” I stand tall, making sure my words are clear. “You’re fired. Stay the hell off Blackline grounds.”

      His nostrils flare, and he goes to speak, but a horn sounds outside, and the corner of my mouth gradually tips up.

      A crease forms between his eyes and the vein in his neck starts to throb against his tan skin.

      “Keep the keys.” I take small, slow steps backward. “I only needed them to get back in our house.”

      Alec shoots forward, gripping on to my wrist; the same second his hand wraps around me, the front door flies open, and Rowan steps inside.

      “Get the fuck out,” Alec growls.

      Rowan ignores him, reaching a hand out for me. “Come on, Oaks.” He’s gentle in his hold, and I welcome the comforting touch.

      Alec feels it, the way my muscles relax, and his hand flies from my skin like I’ve burned him.

      Good. I hope it stings.

      Of course, it couldn’t possibly bite as hard as the snake that slinks around the corner, my favorite coffee mug against her lips.

      “What the fu—” comes from Rowan.

      But I spin, giving him a look that tells him not to start. Not now.

      Just get me out of here.

      Rowan’s eyes slope at the edges, and he nods, pulling me through the door. And, because I’m a glutton for punishment, I glance back.

      Alec’s brows dip at the center, deep creases framing his eyes, but that’s not what has my breath locking in my throat.

      It’s the tic of his jaw and the flex of his fingers the moment his wife’s paw lands on him.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t just keep quiet.” Rowan frowns. “This is bullshit, Oakley. You said she wasn’t there anymore.”

      “I know,” I sigh, the calmness I felt when he picked me up evaporating. “I didn’t want you to worry.”

      “Well, I’m fucking worried.” He hits his steering wheel, and I glare his way. “Why are you letting him make decisions for you? You don’t have to stay there. You shouldn’t be there.”

      “He lit your fucking couch on fire!” I shout. “He’s a fucking fireman, and he lit a fire … on fucking purpose, all to drag me out of your house.” I take a deep breath and glance out the window a moment. “Listen, Rowan, I’m not going to pretend like I’m happy with how things are right now, but I have too much on my mind to worry about him and whatever he has on his agenda. I gave myself some time, like everyone asked, but I’m done now. I’m antsy. My muscles and my mind need to be worked. I need to focus on Blackline now.”

      “I don’t like this,” he mumbles, pulling into the parking lot.

      “Yeah, well, join the club.” I exit the truck and head for the building, knowing he’ll stay back a minute, giving me my time to do this on my own. I shouldn’t be cold to him, but everyone has to understand that I need to do this.

      Without it, I have nothing.

      As I grow closer to the door, it’s as if the air were being sucked from my lungs while simultaneously breathing new life into me. My hand pauses on the handle a moment, and then I straighten my spine and walk inside.

      It’s still early, so the recruits have yet to arrive, but Hillock is here.

      “Sweetheart.” He pops up from the desk the minute the door closes behind me. His eyes are sullen and dark underneath.

      It’s obvious he’s gotten as much sleep as I have, which is damn near equal to none.

      He lost his best friend after all.

      “Honey, what are you doing here?” He shakes his head, his lips smashing into a thin line.

      “Where else would I be, Uncle?” I shrug, trying to look and sound strong, but this man has known me since I was a toddler.

      He might not show emotions well, but he can read them like a pro.

      He nods, his shoulders dropping an inch. “I hear you. And, to save trouble, let me tell you, so you know, everything here that was his is yours. You don’t need to worry about any of that. I’m handling everything he normally would. Not half as good, I’m sure, but, I, uh …” He trails off, clearing his throat before meeting my eyes again. “Just know, there’s nothing being left undone.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      Then, the door behind me opens, and Rowan steps in.

      He gives a small nod to Hillock before gently turning me to face him.

      “I’m sorry.” He speaks low even though Hillock can hear. “I’m just worried.”

      “I know, Row.” I reach up, gripping his bicep, and he gives me a small half-smile. “I appreciate it, but I’m not made of glass. I’ll be fine.”

      His eyes flit between mine before he licks his lips with a nod and heads for the gym.

      When I turn back to Hillock, he wears a deep frown that follows Rowan before landing on me.

      “What’s … going on there, sweetheart?” He pauses. “Where’s our boy?”

      When my forehead scrunches, he tilts his head.

      “Alec. Where is he?”

      Right.

      “I fired him.”

      When his frown deepens, I narrow my eyes.

      He slowly shakes his head. “Oakley.” His tone is cautious, which has my spine tingling. “I’m afraid that’s not your call.”

      His eyes are tortured, but there’s a secret there.

      Please don’t say it.

      But he doesn’t have to because, in that next second, there’s a loud slam outside, and I turn to see Alec storming for the front.

      I don’t look back to Hillock to confirm, but he states yet another newfound fact in my fucked up world. “Blackline belongs to him, too.”

      He pushes through the door, his eyes wild as they skate across the room, hitting Hillock’s over my shoulder before dropping to mine.

      He stalks my way, and right when his feet plant before me, the side door closes, signaling it’s just the two of us standing here.

      “Stop pushing me.”

      “Leave.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. Get fucking used to it.”

      “You’re not wanted here.” My stance is strong, but my voice wobbles. “I hate you.”

      “Back to that, are we?” he growls, stepping closer, forcing his chest to mine, so I have no choice but to lift my chin to meet his stare. “Tell yourself what you want, princess, but watch your fucking moves. You and me?” His brows drop in anger. “We’re not done.”

      He jerks away from me and storms for what is apparently still his office, but he stops in the doorway and glares over his shoulder. “And stay away from my brother.”

      With a light growl, I turn and storm for the gym. Not because Rowan is in there—that’s just an added bonus to derail Alec’s power trip—but because I have some anger to burn.

      I go straight for the rock wall, hastily stepping into my gear and clipping it in place.

      “Everything okay?” Rowan asks, his hands finding his hips as he catches his breath.

      I glare his way and then slide my eyes to the door. Sure enough, in stalks the beastly bastard, his glower as strong as ever.

      I look back to Rowan, and he scoffs, shaking his head as he goes back to work. I turn to do the same, ignoring the asshole who steps beside me, pulls his shirt from his body and begins to hook himself up.

      I hurry and lock in, and then I start my climb.

      When I get a solid three feet up, I realize my mistake.

      His light chuckle tells me he knows it, too, and he stays right where he is, five steps behind, enjoying the view I’ve stupidly given him.

      Dick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      I’ve been back at work for three weeks now, and finally, things at the academy once again feel like second nature. My routine has kicked back in, only my days are a little shorter, as the long hours seem to push me into exhaustion.

      No matter what I do, I’m in a state of constant fatigue, making me extra irritable. I’m guessing it just comes with the new territory. My dad’s will might state that Alec now holds shares in the company, but he hasn’t pushed to get the ball rolling on formalities, so I surely haven’t offered him more responsibilities. I don’t want or need his help.

      “Okay.” I brush my hands off and grab my water from the floor to take a small drink, trying to fight off the dizziness that hits. “Good job, guys. Times are improving consistently. Tomorrow, we’ll be testing on forcible entry, so review your notes and practice form if you need to. I’m not locking up for another hour, so have at it if you want some extra practice on your own time.”

      The recruits nod in agreement, all moving to stand and grab their things. Alec steps forward and starts speaking as they get ready to head out, so I hurry for the door. I can’t handle standing there, listening to him with the recruits. It reminds me too much of when I used to watch my dad with his recruits.

      Before I can exit, Gio jogs over.

      “What’s up, Gio?”

      “You, uh, come early, right?” he asks, his features tightened.

      “Yeah.” I nod, my brows pulling in. “I’m here around five thirty every morning. Why? What do you need?”

      “I heard Rowan comes early.”

      “He has been lately, yes.”

      “That only allowed for him?”

      He eyes me, and I tilt my head a little.

      “Why would it be allowed only for him?”

      “Just figured, since you two were kind of a thing, maybe that’s why he’s here before anyone else.”

      “If you’d like to come early for workouts, you can. As for the rest of what you’re insinuating, you’re out of place.”

      Frustration lines his forehead in the form of deep creases, and he nods, his eyes on the floor. “Right, yeah. Sorry. I just assumed.”

      He goes to turn away, and I feel bad. “Gio.”

      He looks back to me, dismay floating across his stare, his shoulders drawn up in tension that I don’t understand.

      “It’s no secret that everything with my dad has taken a toll on me. I guess I should have stopped to consider that it might come across as favoritism, a recruit here before and after hours.”

      His eyes cut toward Row right then, and mine follow, finding him frowning at the two of us.

      My and Gio’s stares meet again.

      “I’m sorry if it seems like Rowan is receiving special treatment or extra training … or whatever it is you’re thinking. Rowan is my best friend, has been for years, and he insists on hovering even though I’ve asked him not to.”

      A sad laugh leaves me, and Gio’s shoulders visibly relax.

      He nods, his relief more than obvious.

      He looks to Rowan again, and when he does, he stands taller. Confidence lining his spine, he turns back to me with a deep smirk that’s lost on me.

      “See you two in the morning.” He glances Rowan’s way one more time, licks his lips, and then steps around me.

      My eyes follow him out the door.

      When I turn back to grab my bag from the floor, not one, but two Daniels boys are right in front of me, both wearing deep scowls.

      “What did he want?” they spit out the same question.

      My head pulls back. I straighten my spine and glare at them both. “To talk to his instructor.”

      Alec’s nostrils flare, and Rowan’s brows lift, both waiting for more.

      So, I give it to them. “Confidentially.” I spin on my heels and storm out.

      And they both follow, only Rowan bolts out the front, the way Gio headed, and Alec stays on my tail.

      Shocker.

      “I asked you a question, Oakley.”

      “And I answered you, Alec. Just because it wasn’t the answer you wanted doesn’t mean you’re privy to another.”

      “I’m his instructor, too. What could he possibly need to say to you that he couldn’t say to me or with me around?”

      I storm through the Employees Only door, and he catches up, yanking my arm before pushing me against the wall.

      “What did he want?” he seethes.

      My jaw drops. “Are you serious right now?”

      “Do I look like I’m playing?”

      “Let me put this in terms you will understand. You have no right to ask me anything about anyone at any time. You deserve none of my respect, and even if you did, you have none.”

      “You think I don’t know I’ve fucked up?” He crowds me, his expression dark. “I live it every fucking day. I don’t sleep. I force myself to eat. I can’t fucking focus on anything other than the fact that every day that passes, I’m losing more of you. But know this, princess. I won’t fucking allow it to happen. Far as I’m concerned, you’re with me. Anybody tries to step in on that, and I’ll—”

      “What? Huh?” I push into him, and his lips smash together. “You’ll what? Rage out and beat up a student because you’re irrational and feel privilege you don’t have? Go ahead. I’d love for you to be arrested for something like that. It would help in court when I contest my dad’s will.”

      His eyes narrow.

      “You don’t belong here. You never did. That’s why it was so easy for you to go before, wasn’t it?”

      He pushes back, smashing me to the wall as he dips lower, so his mouth is almost in line with mine, his eyes on my lips as he speaks. “You wanna know why it was so easy for me to leave before?” he breathes, purposely making his bottom lip hit mine before dropping back a fraction of an inch.

      My thigh muscles clench, and I know he feels it against his. His eyes slice to mine before hitting my mouth again.

      “Because leaving meant my baby would be safe.”

      His hand finds my waist then, slowly sliding up my ribs, and my back bows off the wall, my eyes squeezing shut.

      “Any trouble or change or challenge is worth the risk if it means she’s okay.” His warm breath fans across my lips and I turn away, resting my cheek as close to the wall as possible.

      I hate him, I hate him, I hate him.

      I swallow.

      God, I miss him.

      His mouth finds my ear. “I miss you, too, princess. Every fucking day, all day, and especially at night when all I can think about is holding on to you, touching you … sliding into that soft pussy of yours, watching as it sucks me in.” He groans.

      I bite into my cheek, my hands balling into fists so that I don’t reach for him.

      “The way your walls clench around me, pulsing with every inch taken, shaking with every inch out.” His grip grows possessive. “My baby.”

      “Your baby …” I breathe.

      He shivers.

      It almost kills me, but I force air into my lungs and fire off the words trying to stick to my throat. “Is waiting at home for you.”

      His muscles lock against me, his head slowly lifting. Sore eyes hit mine.

      “Better hurry, Alec, or your wife might—”

      “Stop,” he interrupts, his teeth clenched in anger, but that green gaze holds distress. “Don’t bring her into—”

      Hot, angry tears hit in a blink, and I shove him. He wasn’t expecting it, so he stumbles back a single step, but it’s enough for me to push off the wall. I get into his face, unable to stop the damn tears from falling.

      “I didn’t bring her into anything. You brought her into our home, into our lives. You tied her to you, so you shouldn’t be surprised that when she felt you slipping, she followed the line and tightened the noose you’d willingly hung around your neck.” I blink hard, commanding my tears to dry. “I hope she chokes you with it.”

      I storm away, and this time, he lets me.

      But, of course, I don’t get far before the other Daniels brother pops into my face.

      With a sigh, I continue past Rowan and head for the storage room to check that the delivery was loaded-in correctly.

      “What, Rowan?”

      He grips my arm to stop me, his eyes moving across my face before his features harden. “Why are you crying?”

      I yank from his hold and keep moving forward. “I’m not crying.”

      “Well, you were. Talk to me.”

      Fed up, I spin. “I don’t want to talk, okay?” My brows jump. “I. Don’t. Want. To. I didn’t last week or last night or this morning when you asked, and I don’t now!”

      He shifts back, hurt easily detected in his brown eyes, but I don’t wanna give in right now. I always do, and I’m tired of giving more than I want just to make everyone else feel better.

      “Look, I get it; you worry, but please just … don’t.”

      “I’m not going to stop worrying about you, and to be honest, I’ve been more concerned lately than I was when your dad first died.”

      I unlock the storage room and step inside, picking up the clipboard sitting on the boxes—the one that should have been placed back on the hook if the job was done correctly. “Yeah, well, I don’t know why. I’m back at work, busy instead of sulking around all day.”

      “Yeah, and you’re disconnected.”

      When I spin to glare at him, he stands tall, not backing out of his words.

      “You lost your excitement for this. Yes, you’re here, and you’re doing a good job, but the fire is gone from your eyes. You’re coasting, Oakley, and it makes me nervous. I don’t want you to blow up one day because you’ve been burying so much.”

      “I’m not doing this right now.”

      “Doing what?” he shouts. “Talking to your best friend about what’s going on with you?”

      “Nothing is going on with me!” I shout back. “My dad died, the guy I was fucking is married, and I missed a few weeks of work. Life happens. I’m just trying to go on, and you won’t let me!”

      I know why he approached me; this all turned when he saw a stupid tear.

      He tries to speak, but I cut him off, “Why don’t you man up, Rowan, and ask me what you came to ask?”

      His expression goes slack, and he steps back. “That’s not fair.”

      When I say nothing, he shakes his head.

      “Yes, I was coming to ask something, but I saw you were upset, and then the only thing that mattered was finding out what was wrong with you.” He looks off. “I just wanna be here for you, Oakley.”

      His eyes find mine, and again, my emotions rule over my commands.

      Tears fill my eyes.

      “Why won’t you let me?”

      “Our heads aren’t right, Rowan,” I whisper. “I’m … God, I don’t even know. Fucked up, I guess. I don’t want either of us to fall into a mess we can’t climb out of after all this.”

      “I don’t even know what that means, Oakley.”

      I lick my lips and look off. “What did you wanna ask?” I change the subject, and Rowan tenses for a moment.

      Finally, he licks his lips and shrugs. “What was that with Gio?”

      “He asked a question, and I answered it.”

      “What’d he ask?”

      “Tell me why you wanna know.”

      He lifts his arms. His mouth opens to speak, but nothing comes out.

      “Did he question you about our relationship?” I ask him.

      His brows jump. “What did he say to you?”

      “He thinks we’re together.”

      Rowan swallows, nodding, and my eyes narrow.

      “You want him to think we are, don’t you?”

      He shrugs. “It’s not his business. He can think what he wants.”

      “Rowan!” I walk toward him. “It could hurt the school. I’m pretty sure he thinks you’re getting special treatment and is upset about it.”

      When he scoffs, I glare.

      “What?”

      “That’s not what it is.”

      “How the hell do you know?”

      “I just do.”

      I eye him, and when it gets to be too much, he looks away.

      “You know, Rowan, for my best friend, who expects me to be honest and up-front about the shit going on in my head, you kind of suck at it.”

      His eyes hit mine, and for the first time in a while, I have no idea what he’s trying to say without saying it.

      “I want in just like you do, Rowan. But it’s easier said than done, right?” I’m being an asshole, but he’s being a hypocrite.

      “I’m gonna go, Oaks,” he whispers, moving to kiss my forehead before walking out.

      Frustration I don’t understand overtakes me, and my vision grows foggy.

      I drop onto the pallet of boxes and cry, not knowing why.
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      Oakley

      

      I slam the door when I enter and drop my keys in the bowl by the door. I don’t make it another step before a smiling Marissa pops around the corner, her stupid ponytail bobbing with her head.

      “First time you’ve been in late, roomie.” She licks her ice cream spoon, and I shove past her into the kitchen. “Snuck off, did we?”

      “Fuck you.” I throw the fridge open and grab a bottle of water.

      I go to exit, and she blocks me.

      “Did you go for some sexy time? You must be horny all the time with all the eye candy you’re surrounded by day in and day out. Kind of a whore’s job, don’t you think? Bending and flexing and rolling around on the ground with man after man.”

      I stare at her, and she smirks, mocking me even though I give her nothing. I go to step past her again, and that’s when I hear his truck coming down the road. I squeeze my eyes shut.

      I should have gone straight for my room.

      Marissa laughs. “Someone’s in trouble,” she sing-songs.

      I turn, gaping at her. She only smiles wider.

      “He’s been looking all over for you, popping back every few minutes to see if you’ve made it in yet.”

      “And you’re okay with your husband spending all his time searching for me when he could be here with you?”

      “It’s his job.” Her voice loses its pep, and her face morphs into a bitch I’ve yet to see. “Making sure you’re safe and where you belong.” She steps closer, and my spine prickles.

      How would she know that? He’d have had to share that with her. He’d have had to tell her I was nothing more than the girl he was here to babysit.

      It stings more than it should.

      “You’re the job he can’t fail, and I’m the woman he fucks, the one he’ll leave with when this is over, so count your hours with him, little Oakley, because they’re limited.” She steps back. “I’ll share for only so long.”

      Pain and anger push me forward, and her slow smirk gives me chills.

      “You think I want him? You’re wrong. If I had it my way, you both would have been gone the day you showed your fucked up face. Threaten me in my home again, and the only thing that will be limited is your range of motion, bitch. I’ve ignored you for as long as possible, but if you want to be heard, expect me to be louder.” I should shut up, but I don’t. “And, as far as Alec goes … I could have him if I wanted him. All I’d have to do was ask.”

      “Hmm.” Her lips twitch before falling flat, dead eyes digging into mine. “Perhaps.” She takes another step back and whispers, “But could you keep him?”

      My lungs tighten at her words, my ribs aching from the pressure of air fighting to get through.

      Alec storms in and around the corner. Then, he comes to a screeching halt. Literally, his steel-toed boots squeak against the tiles. His eyes slice between the two of us, and slowly, he straightens to his full height.

      And, of course, he calls to her first.

      She stares, her face completely blank until he calls her name again. This time, she twitches. Then, her face lights up, and she bounces to him, an entirely new mask in place.

      I stand there, watching as he cautiously lifts his arms out for her to step against him. His hand comes down against her back, his eyes hitting mine over her head.

      Apprehension is swimming in his stare, but the anger does well to bury it.

      After work, I headed for Havannah’s, desperate for someone to talk to, but of course, she wasn’t home and didn’t answer when I tried her cell, so I drove around for a while – anything to stay away from home.

      He doesn’t need to know that though.

      I keep my eyes locked on his, daring him to question me about my whereabouts with her in his arms.

      He doesn’t. He lets me pass them by.

      And I hate that I wish he hadn’t.
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        * * *

      

      It’s well past midnight before I brave exiting my room again. I sneak into the kitchen to grab a snack, ending up with Ritz and string cheese. Then, I decide to sit on my couch for a little while, something I haven’t done since Marissa showed up, since the day I found out my dad had died.

      It hasn’t even been that long, yet everything is different.

      Havannah has been too busy with school and whatever the hell else to take a minute to call me back. All I’ve gotten is a quick text, saying she’s so sorry and that she misses me. She didn’t even respond when I replied. Rowan hasn’t come over for our habitual movie-and-wing night. Alec and I haven’t … anything.

      I got used to having him here for simple things.

      We’d make dinner and watch TV before both quietly ending up in our own rooms, alone. Me with my thoughts and him with his own.

      Mine were always on him. Whether it was the way he’d moved in the gym or the things he’d said. Sometimes, it was simply his eyes I’d see when I closed mine. He snuck inside me quicker than I’d realized until he consumed every part of me. Then, right when he robbed me of that last little piece I had been holding on to, he dropped me in a pit, and he threw a match.

      None of it makes sense. My father trusted him, which tells me he has to be a good man.

      It’s no secret, when it comes to women, even the best of men can make the worst decisions.

      It’s a strange dynamic, one with no absolute answer.

      If a married man leaves his wife for another woman, which woman was the right one and which was the wrong? And who decides? Either way, one’s a thief, and the other is a capturer, one steals while the other holds him prisoner.

      Not that Alec is a prisoner. If she knows he was sent home to watch over me, then he trusts her enough to tell her, and the Alec I know doesn’t trust many. I guess I’ve pushed the thoughts aside, but it’s time to face the fact that she’s important to him.

      She was right; her bitch point has been proven.

      I could have him, sure … but clearly, I couldn’t keep him.

      And his body would never be enough, not when, if I’m honest, I want it all.

      I close my eyes and sink into the cushions, telling myself, eventually, everything will be okay, and not believing it for a second.
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        * * *

      

      Alec

      

      “How hard are you fighting yourself to stay where you are?”

      I frown at the ceiling, not turning toward Marissa, who is lying beside me.

      “Admit it,” she whispers. “You care for the pawn.”

      “I care if she slips off and disappears, yeah. With the way shit’s been, I wouldn’t put it past her to try.”

      Marissa pops up, her eyes infuriated. “You can’t fail.”

      I keep my face blank. “I know.”

      “Fix it, dear husband. The clock is ticking, and I’m ready to take you home.”

      “It’s almost over. Then, everything will be how it should be.” My eyes bounce between hers. “That’s a promise.”
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      Oakley

      

      It’s Tuesday, and my fifth week back at school now. It’s getting harder to wake up in the mornings. People say things will get easier over time, but it seems, in my case, it’s the opposite. Every day drags on longer than the last. I used to live and breathe the academy, but lately, I’ve been forcing myself to do everything. My body is heavy and uncooperative, my mind overworked and understimulated.

      Two weeks ago, when Alec came in from searching for me and found Marissa and me in the kitchen, it replays in my head over and over again. It was the first time I had to visually watch him choose her.

      I haven’t spoken a word to Alec since.

      He didn’t come to me that night or the next day to ask where I had been or who I had been with. He didn’t fight me for answers he didn’t deserve but usually wanted anyway. He said nothing at all. So, I picked up on his silence and gave it right back. Only he expected to move past whatever it was that had him holding his tongue that next day by attempting a purposeless conversation, and I wasn’t interested.

      I come to work, in my own car, which he tails with his, and we walk in together, but I never say a word. He tries. Every day, he tries to get me to interact somehow, but I don’t, not even in class with our students. When we speak in there, it’s to them, not each other.

      Unfortunately, it’s created an asshole. He yells and shouts more than ever, and demands almost unattainable perfection from the group. I don’t step in and challenge him because it seems the recruits are more than willing to reach for what he’s asking of them. It’s almost turned out to be a huge push for them.

      The last two days though, he’s seemed run-down, completely spent. Makes me sick to think of reasons that could be adding to that.

      I can’t not notice how he’s been sulking a little more lately.

      Much to my surprise, his truck is gone when I come around the front to leave for the day.

      “Headed out, sweetheart?” Hillock steps from the hall, moving to give me a small hug.

      “I am. Exhausted.” I look up at him, and he gives a small smile. “You sure you remember how to lock this place up, Uncle?” I tease.

      He shoves me toward the door. “Funny, child. Funny.”

      I laugh and look back. “You know, Uncle, you’re not even forty yet. We’re almost the same age now.”

      “That’s why I’m still single, and I mingle. Too young to settle down, just like your pops was.”

      He winks, and my nose scrunches.

      “Ew.” I laugh, and his smile turns warm.

      That’s when I realize, this is the first time it doesn’t burn to think of my dad.

      I smile back at Hillock.

      “Go on home, Oakley. I got this.”

      I turn for the parking lot, feeling a little lighter than I did when I got here today. Unfortunately, when I pull from the lot and glance in my rearview, no large truck in sight, a small pain hits my chest.

      I guess I don’t hate him following me around as much as I thought.

      This is the perfect time to run by the store while I don’t have a shadow there to question my need for the stop.

      It only takes me a few minutes, and then I’m pulling up at home, Alec’s big black truck pressed against the curb. Guess he’s not worried about blocking me in anymore.

      I grab my bags and steel my breath. Then, I make quick work of unlocking the door and plan to head straight for my room. I only make it past the entrance when Alec’s voice wraps around me from behind.

      “She’s not here.”

      I pause for a moment and then take another step forward.

      “Thought maybe, if you knew that, you wouldn’t need to rush off to hide in your room for the night.”

      I smash my lips together and keep going forward, quietly stepping into my room. I shut the door behind me, push my bags under my bed, and then drop on top of it.

      She’s not here.

      Why is she not here?

      A knock sounds on my door that has my brows jumping.

      Alec never knocks.

      I wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans and move to open the door, inhaling deeply when I look up into his green eyes. Eyes that are sloped at the edges as they stare at me.

      “Come eat with me.”

      When I look to my feet, his knuckle slides under my chin, and he lifts my head. I fight back tears as he rethinks his words.

      “I made dinner. She won’t be back tonight. Come out of your room, Oakley.”

      My stomach growls right then, and the corner of his lips lifts slightly.

      I pull away from him and step around him, heading for the kitchen. Sure, I’ll eat with him. I’m starved anyway.

      When I see he’s made fajitas, I almost cry, but I hold it in and drop into the chair opposite of where he set a place for me, which was beside his. We sit and eat in complete silence, and it’s as soothing as it is devastating.

      We stand at the same time and both begin to clean the kitchen. He moves much slower than me, which makes me think he’s trying to stretch out this simple, insignificant time together.

      When his hand drops to cover mine on the counter, I snatch it away and turn for my room, but he steps up close, his hands gently grabbing on to my arms.

      “Will you just … talk to me? Please. Fuck, Oakley. I miss you.”

      “You don’t get to say that.”

      “But it’s true. I fucking miss you. I miss riding to work with you, sitting by you, talking to you. I miss your eyes. I just want—”

      “I don’t care what you want,” I whisper, tipping my head away when he tries to lay his against mine.

      “Yes, you do. You miss me, too.”

      “We live together, Alec. And we see each other every day at work.”

      “It’s not the same, and you know it.”

      “Are you fucking joking?” I jerk from his hold, spinning to face him. “Of course it’s not the same! It will never be the same! You ruined that. Not me. Go back to your room and wait for your wife.”

      “I don’t want her.”

      “Prove it!” I shout, sucking in a breath after I do. I don’t know why I said it. When he doesn’t do as I ask, it’ll hurt that much more. I clear my throat. “Right now. Call her and tell her not to come back here.”

      “I …” He trails off, dropping his head to his chest.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      His eyes snap up. “You don’t know anything.”

      “And whose fault is that, hmm? Mine for blindly trusting you when I don’t even know you?”

      His face hardens, and he does his typical Alec thing—getting into my space to unnerve me—but I’m not allowing it right now.

      “You do know me.”

      “I thought I might.”

      “You do.”

      “No, I don’t. I know the man you pretend to be. The real you is much uglier than him. Blaze are supposed to be strong and loyal and honest.” Tears fill my eyes, and he reaches for me, but I jerk away. “You’re none of those things. You don’t deserve the title, and if I had the power to take it away from you, I would do it in a heartbeat.”

      He staggers back, like I’ve slapped him.

      “You’ve failed the name, and you failed the man you said you admired. He’d hate you for this. Not for marrying—since, apparently, he knew about that—and maybe not even for lying to me, but for bringing her here after everything …” I shake my head and take a few steps back.

      “I don’t love her, Oakley.”

      My chest aches and I’m slow to turn away from him. His words are true; I can see it in the way his eyes plead with mine. I just wish that made a difference.
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        * * *

      

      Alec

      

      Yet again, she gives her back to me and walks away.

      And I fucking let her because what can I say? She’s not wrong.

      I let her down, let him down, and I have no idea how to right this wrong.

      Things have turned on me, and I have no clue how to set them back. All I know for sure is, I’m running out of time. Shit will hit the fan soon.
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      Oakley

      

      “Oakley!”

      My head snaps right to find Rowan less than a foot away, his face drawn tight in panic.

      “Are you okay?”

      When his wide eyes cut from my face to my hands, I follow his line of sight.

      My palms are bleeding from the rope I’ve now climbed a half-dozen times in a row.

      “I’m fine.” And I am.

      My body aches, my head’s pounding, and I’m fighting not to vomit again, but still, I need more. More of a physical push. This has gotten too easy, workouts day in and out. Teaching the recruits is fun and usually more than fulfilling, but lately, I’ve needed more. I need—holy shit!

      Blaze. I need to get out of here. Go on a job. A real job—whatever that means.

      I’m past ready.

      I hop up from the mat, almost falling as I do, and Rowan is quick to catch me.

      “I’m taking you home.”

      I shrug from his hold, and he frowns.

      “I said, I’m fine.”

      “Well, you’re not!” he shouts, gaining the attention of the students on the opposite side of the gym, he’s so loud. Gaining the attention of Alec, who slowly stands from his spotting position. “You’re not fine. You’ve been running yourself ragged the last few weeks. You don’t talk to anyone anymore unless it’s in class. I can see you’re not sleeping, and you’re working out way too much for how little you’ve been eating. And, almost every time you work out, you throw up!”

      “What, are you keeping tabs on me?”

      “Yes!”

      Now, heavy footsteps are carrying the beast across the floor.

      “Everybody, head out back,” Alec instructs. “Three laps around the perimeter and then break early.”

      Rowan frowns his way before hitting me with his annoyed stare. “I’m worried.”

      “Don’t be.”

      “I can’t help it!” he yells, and I glance around, finding the last curious set of eyes exiting the gym. “This isn’t you.”

      “Well, who the hell am I then, huh?” I shout back, letting the blood-covered rag hit the mat. “Am I the little girl who followed you around for years, wishing you wanted me how I wanted you? Am I the young woman who let herself believe that you cared when all you wanted was to keep me from your brother? Am I your best friend who you won’t talk to the way you expect me to talk to you? Because I know you’re hiding something, Rowan.”

      He says nothing, and Alec hasn’t spoken a word, but he stands there, in my shadow, watching. Like always.

      Fuck him. Fuck them both.

      “Tell me, Row. Who am I?” I throw my arms out. “Am I the girl you wanted to love but couldn’t? Or maybe, now that I fucked your brother, I’m the girl who betrayed you. Because that’s how you felt right? Betrayed? Left behind?”

      “Oakley,” he whispers, slowly shaking his head.

      “Imagine that feeling intensified by a thousand. Lies disguised by lust. And don’t stand there looking so sad. You did me just as dirty, only differently.”

      “Can we talk somewhere else?” His eyes cut to the side, and in my peripheral, I see Alec take a half-step forward. “By ourselves.”

      “No.”

      His head rears back. “Why? What’s going on, Oakley? Why won’t you—”

      “Just stop, okay?” I scream. Lifting my hands to my temples, I take a deep breath. “I can’t handle any more useless words.”

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means, I’m over it!” I glare his way.

      “If you were over whatever the hell it is you’re claiming to be over—”

      “Watch it,” Alec interrupts, low and calm.

      We both ignore him.

      “You wouldn’t be so upset.” Rowan steps closer to me, and my spine straightens. “If you didn’t care, you wouldn’t be about to cry. Oakley …”

      “Rowan,” Alec warns.

      But Rowan takes another step toward me. “I am sorry that I hurt you. I’m sorry I took what you were offering me for granted, but most of all, I’m sorry it took all this for me to realize—”

      My breath locks in my throat in the same moment Alec’s hand locks on Rowan’s shoulder.

      Rowan’s eyes bore into mine, making me shake my head back at him. He stands tall, ready to say whatever is on the tip of his tongue. But Alec sees it, too, and when Rowan’s chin lifts, so does Alec’s fist.

      He barely gets, “I,” past his lips before it’s split open.

      I gasp and go to rush forward, but Alec’s arm wraps around my waist, and I’m deposited behind him in the same move when he spins and shifts away from me, just in time for Rowan to tackle him to the floor.

      “Alec, Rowan, stop!”

      When they both pay me no mind, I throw my hands up, turn, and walk away.

      They wanna act like little boys? Fine. Let ’em go at it.

      I’ve got something to do anyway. Better Alec is occupied with this.
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        * * *

      

      Alec

      

      I toss Rowan off the minute Oakley exits, hopping to my feet, and Rowan’s on his just as quick.

      He wastes no time in stepping in and throws his fist as hard as he can, nailing me in the jaw.

      My head jerks back, and blood spills from my mouth.

      “I’m sick of your bullshit, Alec!” he screams.

      He charges me, but I’m faster to sidestep and jam my elbow between his shoulder blades, making him fall to one knee with a wail before he’s back up and spinning to face me again.

      His eyes flare. “You walk around here like you belong, guard-doggin’ her as if she wants you to, not giving a damn that you have a woman waiting on you at home! Oakley’s fucking home that you refuse to leave!” He shoves me back an inch, his left hand coming up for a swift jab.

      I grip his wrist and spin him, catching him in a headlock, but he elbows me in the stomach, making my grip loosen just enough for him to twist and spit in my face.

      I shove him off, and he comes right back.

      “Just get the fuck out of here. Why did you even come back?”

      “I never planned to stay away!”

      “That’s a damn lie!”

      “It’s not.”

      “No? You just upped and fucking left the minute you started acting like my brother for fucking once without even telling me you were going! I had to hear it from Mom the same fucking minute Oakley heard. I had to lie and pretend like I knew my brother had left because what kind of brother takes off without caring to share with the other?”

      Fuck. “I’m—”

      He growls, leaping forward, and catches me with a heavy hand below the eye before I see it coming.

      “Goddamn it, Rowan.” I spit on the floor, my eyes narrowing in on him. “One fucking more, and I’ll lay your ass out.”

      He laughs humorlessly. “Fuck you! Standing there, trying to prove yet again that you’re better. I’d never fucking abandon my family, but maybe you never considered me your family after all.”

      “For fuck’s sake, we are family. And I was on a damn job. I was going to come back regardless.”

      “Yeah, for who?” He tilts his head, his breathing heavy. “For Mom? For me? Or for Oakley?”

      When I don’t say a word, his eyes harden.

      “You had no problem with treating me like I was beneath you, taking off without a word, and then coming back and stealing Oakley right from under me—”

      “She’d have had to be yours for me to steal. She wasn’t.”

      “She was mine. You might not have seen it, but when I was with her, I felt it!” he shouts, taking a deep breath, stabbing his chest with his fingers. “I feel it! I’m in love with—”

      I dart forward, gripping his throat before he can continue.

      His eyes bulge, his hands coming up to grasp my wrists.

      “No, you’re not,” I force through clenched teeth. “You know as well as I fucking do, you do not love her.”

      I shove him off, and he jerks back, his fists clenching at his sides.

      Our gazes stay locked a moment before he focuses his stare on the padded gym wall.

      “As much as you wish you were, you’re not in love with her, man.”

      “But I-I …” Rowan stutters, his tortured eyes sliding back to mine. His hands come up before slapping down against his sides, a deep crease taking over his forehead. “I’m supposed to be, aren’t I?” he asks, but he’s not looking for me to answer. “I mean, she’s been there for me since forever and loved me when I didn’t even know it. And, even when I did, I ignored it. And she’s still here.”

      “You don’t have to be in love with her to love her. You need to realize she isn’t meant for you and stop playing around, stop trying to force yourself to feel something that you don’t.”

      His eyes lift to meet mine, guilt and confusion easy to spot.

      “It’s okay that you don’t because you’re not supposed to. She loves you, yes, but, Rowan, she was never in love with you like she thought, and I’m not saying that to be a dick. I’m saying it because it’s fucking true. What she feels for you is different from what I know she feels for me.”

      “Seems to me, she can’t stand you.”

      My brows lift. “That girl loves me, and you know it. And look what the fuck I’ve done. I’ve fucked it all up, trying to help, trying to save her and be the good guy. I know everything is jacked, but I can’t have you coming in and confusing her when the two of you aren’t it. I know you think I’m a bastard, and I am. And I know you don’t like the sound of it or when I say it, but the truth is, she is mine, every inch. And I’m gonna try real fucking hard to be hers again.”

      Rowan glares, his jaw hardening as he looks off before turning back to me. “This is so fucked.”

      I sigh, lifting the back of my hand to my lip to wipe the blood. “Yeah, it is, but that’s life. Now, we’ve just gotta figure out how to fix it, and I need your help, brother. When this is over, I don’t plan on leaving.” My gaze shifts between his, steady and strong. “And I don’t plan on giving her up either.”

      He looks away. “What the hell can I do?”

      “You can be there for her like she needs you to be, like you’ve been, but make it clear where you’re at in your head, so you’re not messing with hers. She’s already admitted to herself that the two of you are meant as friends; she knows that. But you still owe her the conversation—as awkward as it might be and as much as I don’t want you to have it.”

      Rowan gives me a side-glance I can’t quite read. “Yeah, and when all this is over, if she is with you—which you don’t deserve, by the way—what’s that mean for me? I won’t lose my friend to you because you want to be a jealous bastard.”

      Fuck.

      I lick my lips, my hands finding my waist. “Yeah, I, uh … I’mma work on that.”

      When Rowan scoffs, I can’t help but grin a bit.

      He chuckles lightly before he forces himself to stop, and his eyes meet mine. “You need to fix this. Whatever the fuck it is, you have to fix it. She’s … not right. Don’t wait until she’s not herself at all.”

      “I’m trying.”

      He nods, bending to pick up his bag. He glances my way to say, “Try harder,” before walking out the door.

      I will, brother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      I type in the last number, biting my nail, and the fucking thing blinks red again.

      “Shit,” I hiss in a whisper, dropping back against the wall when another dizzy spell hits.

      When the hell did he change the password?

      Every night, when it came time to go home, I’d come into my dad’s office, and he’d grin and ask about the day … while sliding a file into this safe.

      I know the ins and outs of Blaze business is in this safe. I just never cared to stop and think about it before.

      Things are different now. I’ve become instantly aware of how unfulfilled I am here. I need to feel closer to my dad, and I want more.

      I am Blaze. It’s time to find out what that truly means.

      I run my hands down my face, fanning myself as a sheet of sweat coats my skin. Then, I pull out my phone and start scrolling through pictures and contacts over and over and over again until a thought I haven’t already tried hits.

      With a lick of my lips and slight hope that my next guess won’t work, I type the corresponding numbers.

      Six. Two. Seven. Four. Seven. Seven. Two.

      Right as I’m about to let out a sigh of relief, it gets wedged halfway in my throat, making me gasp.

      The safe door clicks open.

      Oh, fuck no.

      I lean over, peeking into the slight opening, and I’m met with at least a dozen files.

      I slowly grab ahold of the metal door, opening it the rest of the way, but as soon as I do, I hear Alec’s voice booming in the hall, calling my damn name.

      “Shit!” I jump up, quickly grabbing each and every folder, and shove them into my gym bag.

      Yes, they belong to me, and I have a right to them, but I have to do this on my own and without his influence or demands. And, with how things are right now, I have no idea who to trust and with what.

      I’ve just clicked the safe shut and rushed to drop in my dad’s chair when Alec bursts through the door.

      I glance up with the intention of glaring, but instead, a loud laugh bursts from me.

      Blood is dried and stained on his gray Blackline T-shirt. I’m assuming it came from that busted lip of his, maybe even a little from the black eye he’s also sporting, but I don’t see an opening there.

      Alec does the glaring instead. “What are you doing?”

      “Admiring Rowan’s work.” I smirk, scanning his face.

      He ignores me, suspicion creating deep creases near his eyes. “This is the first time you’ve set foot in this office since we came back to work.”

      “How the hell do you know?”

      He shifts to lean against the doorframe, and I force my eyes away from the way his shirt tightens around his biceps as he does.

      I clear my throat, and with a death grip around my bag, I stand and head toward him.

      He doesn’t budge from the doorway, so I stop in front of him, slowly looking up to meet his eyes. My forehead creases the second ours connect, and his face falls.

      A hand comes up to caress me, I’m sure, but I use the small space it’s created to dip beneath his arm and head back down the hall.

      He’s hard to ignore, harder to resist, and when he looks at me like he’s the broken one, sad and desperate for what only I can give, I can’t help but wanna fix him.

      Then, the moans of his wife replay in my ears, and I want to cut his dick off and then feed it to him.

      “Oakley.”

      “Back off, Alec. I’m only going to the storage room to check for something.”

      I hold my breath until I hear the door shut behind me, letting me know he didn’t follow. Then, I quickly walk around the building to get out of view, spotting Rowan at the other far end.

      He stands there with his hands on his hips, chin dropped to his chest. His lips are moving, but his eyes are on the ground. When his right hand rises to cover his mouth in thought, I walk closer, but as I do, a hand reaches out, locking around his wrist, and I freeze.

      Rowan’s head lifts, his shoulders visibly dropping as he lets the person pull him closer. The hand lifts, smoothing over the bruising on his jaw before dipping into his brown hair.

      I watch as Rowan’s head falls back from the feeling, and then the figure steps closer, closing the small gap that still existed, the body no longer hidden behind the end of the building.

      My eyes widen as the two form one—chest-to-chest, eye-to-eye, and—holy shit … lip-to-lip.

      My mouth drops open.

      I try to move, to backtrack or disappear or something. Anything other than standing right here, right now.

      Anything other than seeing what happens.

      My bag slips from my fingers, hitting the floor with a soft thud that might as well be as piercing as a fire alarm.

      Four eyes fly to mine—one set narrowing, the other widening.

      And my heart clenches when Rowan turns, shoving Gio away from him before storming off.

      Gio stumbles back into the building. He turns, hitting the wall with the underside of his fist, his forehead dropping to the concrete wall.

      Oh, Rowan.

      I knew my best friend had a secret, but I never imagined it was something he himself was frightened by.

      I continue forward, and Gio turns to stand tall, daring me to judge, maybe expecting me to berate him. Who knows what he thinks of me?

      I step forward, and his body stiffens a moment, but when I wrap my arms around this guy—who, until sixty seconds ago, was nothing more than a recruit of mine—he lets me. It takes him a second, but then a shuddered exhale leaves him, and his arms clench around me.

      I have no idea what to say, and I’m guessing neither does he because he pulls back, spins on his heels, and walks away without a word.

      I let out a deep sigh, cursing myself, and then mirror the position he took against the wall.

      I made my best friend feel bad about not loving me when, all this time, he was doing exactly as he said. I just didn’t hear the words between the lines, ones I’m betting he just learned himself.

      He was trying to love me, without a doubt, with all he had, just as he told me.

      But he couldn’t, and now, we both know why.

      Rowan is gay. And he’s afraid of his own truth.

      I look to my bag, the desire to read the files completely gone, as new urgencies require my focus.

      I grab it and turn to jog around the corner, hoping to catch up with Rowan before lunch is over, but I freeze in place, gasping before I charge forward and barrel into the side of Alec, who has his hands around Gio’s throat.

      “Alec, what the fuck?” I shriek, trying to force myself between them.

      But he doesn’t allow it, effortlessly moving me to the side with his one free arm.

      Gio gasps, his eyes flying to mine.

      “Alec, let him go! Are you fucking crazy? He’s a student!”

      “Not until he tells me why the two of you were getting all fucking cozy behind the damn building where you thought no one could see.”

      I freeze, and Gio squeezes his eyes shut, squirming in Alec’s arms as he fights for air.

      Gio’s not a small guy; he’s tall and muscular, fit as hell, but Alec is a beast.

      There’s no way Gio is getting out of that.

      Alec’s eyes slide to me, narrowing when he sees legit fear in my eyes.

      The vein in his temple starts to pulse, and my heart hammers in my chest.

      Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      He tightens his grip, and Gio starts gasping.

      To make matters a million times worse, Rowan storms back around the corner, his eyes shooting wide in alarm at the sight. He rushes forward, but when Alec speaks again, he, too, freezes.

      “Tell me right fucking now, Oakley! Why the hell were his hands on you?” he rages on. “Why the fuck were you in his arms? Why … was he touching you?” he booms.

      I slid my eyes to Rowan, who stares wide-eyed at me, his face visibly paling before his expression twists.

      Shit.

      I swallow and return my gaze to Alec’s, narrowing in on him. “You want me to say it? Fine.”

      “Oakley,” Rowan croaks.

      But I keep talking, “I asked him to take me out”—I swallow—“and then wear me out.”

      A deep growl hits against Alec’s chest, and he moves to push his forearm into Gio’s ribs.

      “He turned me down, and I got embarrassed. He felt bad, so he hugged me.”

      Alec’s eyes tighten at the edges, his grip loosening enough for Gio to suck in a quick breath. He slides his eyes back to Gio. “You turned her down?”

      Gio’s jaw clenches a moment before he gives a curt nod.

      Alec throws him to the ground, and he starts coughing.

      When Rowan steps forward, Gio’s head shoots up, a hard glare covering his face, and Rowan’s eyes fall to the floor. Gio pops up and shoulders past him.

      My gaze slices back to Alec’s when his large frame casts a shadow over me.

      His eyes are crazy, his face set in stone, as he stares down at me. He tilts his head, half-glancing over his shoulder, his way of telling Rowan to get lost, and his brother happily scatters.

      When his eyes come back to mine, he shifts, forcing my back against the wall with a light push, and he cages me in.

      He speaks through a clenched jaw, “You looking to get fucked?”

      When I don’t answer, he wedges a knee between my legs.

      “Wanna let someone else in your pussy, Oakley? Wanna feel that heat deep in your body, ready and waiting to take a new dick, only to be left feeling empty? Because that’s all you’ll get if another cock slides in you. It won’t fill you like me. Won’t satisfy you like me.” He lifts his knee, rolling it against my jeans, and I grind my teeth to keep from pushing into him. “It won’t be anybody but fucking me,” he growls and dips his head into my neck.

      My eyes roll back as his hot breath spreads across my skin.

      But his lips never touch me, his hands never mark me, and his heart sure as hell isn’t mine.

      I glide my hand across his upper thigh, and I swear, he breathes a light, “Yes,” against me. It’s almost enough for me to give in.

      Almost.

      My hand roams higher until I’m cupping him through his athletic shorts. And then I squeeze as tightly as I can, and he barks out a cuss word, pulling back enough for me to escape.

      I swoop my bag off the ground and run around the front, not stopping until I’m in the main building, surrounded by recruits.

      But my hand tingles along with other parts of me, a deep flush covering my chest and cheeks.

      Alec was hard and in my hand, and I’m a fool for wanting more.

      I’ll need to shop for a new bedroom lock tonight.

      And batteries to get me through the weekend.

      I’m so fucked. I fed the beast, and he’s still hungry. He wants more.

      He wants everything, all of me.

      But what about her?
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        * * *

      

      Alec

      

      I need to come. Hard.

      Now.

      I make my way into the building, avoiding any and all eye contact. I head straight for the staff locker rooms, locking myself inside.

      This shit ain’t ideal, but my body has one mode when touched by Oakley.

      Fucking ready.

      I kick off my shoes, stripping as I walk, and then step right into the showers. The cold spray that starts does nothing, but that’s not why I’m here, and in the next few moments, the water warms.

      I lean my back against the wall, letting the spray hit my abs and slide down my cock.

      I trace the bulging veins that run up the underside of my dick before wrapping my hand around it, base to fucking tip, and I squeeze. Punishingly hard, I grip myself until I groan and then pull lightly.

      My feet widen against the tiles, and my head falls back.

      I imagine Oakley in front of me, on her knees, begging to take me in her sweet mouth, and I let her.

      She sucks me in good, moaning when the tip hits her throat, and I follow along.

      My ass cheeks tighten as I thrust in and out, deeper, quicker, and heat takes over.

      My left hand hits the wall as I increase my speed, fucking my own hand to the thought of my girl. Her blonde hair spilling over her shoulders, some strands falling into her eyes as she peeks up at me, getting herself off to the look in my eyes as she pleases me.

      I picture her little hand sliding down her neck and between her tits before moving to pinch her own nipple. The vibration from her moan against my dick sends a ripple through me.

      The second her fingers slide down to her pussy, my hips jerk, and my cum hits my stomach, my free hand coming down to wipe it across my abs and down my abdomen until I can switch hands. I give it another hard squeeze, and my muscles twitch.

      When my breathing slows, I peel my eyes open with a sigh.

      I need in my girl’s pussy. Soon. Need to feel it, eat it, fuck it.

      Need to own it.

      And, fuck, I’m hard again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Marissa

      

      “Daddy.”

      “Sweetheart.”

      “I’ve found them. Stupid girl brought the files home in her bag.”

      “We sure everything is there?”

      “Everything and more.” I run my hand across my husband’s name on the copy of our marriage license that Trick Rivera had a copy of. “How you murdered that little girl and framed her mama. Sick move, but I understand why you did it. You were crossed, so you took what mattered most to the poor sap and made it disappear ... made her disappear.” My eyes land on a photo of Oakley and another blonde. They’re laughing and smiling, not a care in their world. “I understand completely,” I whisper more to myself, but he hears.

      “Sweetheart …” He trails off. “Where’s the girl now?”

      “Crying in the shower. She does that often.”

      “Why don’t you step out of the house, and I’ll head on over?”

      I hum, scanning over the papers in front of me.

      “Marissa … listen to me. I need you to control yourself. No more impulsive moves.”

      My head starts to pound as anger swells behind my eyes. “I told you the dad had a gun. I had no choice but to shoot him first. You said you believed me!”

      “I do,” he rushes out, and I take a deep breath. “I do. Calm down and keep quiet, or someone might hear you, okay?”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, giving a little shake of my head. “Yeah, okay.”

      “Where are you?”

      I flip open the next file, and I’m met with a photo of Alec. “Oakley’s room.”

      “Go on back to yours now.”

      “He belongs to me, Daddy. I don’t wanna share him anymore.”

      “And you don’t have to, pumpkin. Alec is yours, but, Marissa … the girl? She’s mine now. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “I do.”

      “Good. I’m on my way. She’ll think I’m there just making a house call or something, and together, the three of us will end this. You’ll have Alec all to yourself as soon as—”

      “No, I won’t.”

      He’ll never leave her now. I pull the little stick from my pocket and examine it.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s all here, in these files. We’ve been played.”

      He goes completely silent before speaking again, “How?”

      “He’s Blaze, Daddy.”

      “That’s not possible,” he growls.

      “But it’s true. I have to go.”

      “Marissa!”

      I hang up, slide a piece of paper between all the others, and carefully place everything back.

      My husband wants the pawn. Maybe sharing is for the best.

      The minute I step from her room, the shower turns off, and the front door opens.

      Oh, goody.

      A smile breaks free.

      They’re both here to play.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      “Fuck off, I’m busy. Yak atcha later.”

      The beep sounds and I clench my phone tighter.

      Voicemail again.

      “Havannah—” I start but cut myself off. I’m done with begging her to call me back. “Thought I’d tell you about my week and how fucked up it was. The first shitty thing, I won’t say it over the phone, so I’ll start with the second. You’ll be happy to hear, I basically told Rowan to fuck off, and then him and Alec got in a fistfight. I opened my dad’s safe—you know, the one at Blaze? Took me about ten tries before I figured out the code. That was mind-blow number one. Then, a secret I can’t share fell in my lap, and I …” I squeeze my eyes shut. “I have no idea what to do about it.” When my eyes start to water, I swallow, licking my lips. “Anyway, fuck you for going radio silent on me. This will be my last call.”

      I hit End and toss my phone to the floor.

      I tried Rowan tonight, too, but he didn’t answer either. I could fight with Alec and eventually make it outta the house and go see Rowan, but that’s not what he wants.

      He needs time to think, and then he’ll come to me.

      I drop my towel from my body, quickly pulling on a T-shirt and undies, and flop back on my mattress, deciding to go to bed with wet hair. I look to the ceiling, thoughts of the day running through my mind.

      Rowan’s face when I told him I was done.

      Gio’s when Rowan dismissed him.

      Alec’s when he pinned Gio against the wall.

      Alec’s when I told him I’d asked Gio to fuck me.

      Alec’s when he pinned me to the wall.

      His dick in my hand, hot breath on my neck, scent all around me.

      Much like it is now. It’s like my senses are heightened.

      I smell him everywhere, feel when he’s near, imagine his hands and mouth and—

      “Daydreaming, are we?”

      I freeze, my eyes popping open, as I realize that my hand has slipped beneath my shirt. I shift my gaze to my doorway, finding Marissa leaning against the doorjamb wearing a smirk and satin robe … and nothing else.

      “Get the fuck outta my room.”

      She smiles and steps inside, so I slowly lift myself into a sitting position.

      “What do you want?” My brows pull in, anxiousness making my skin prickle.

      “Well, I’m a little tired, but I think I’ll stay up a while longer. Maybe play a bit.” She stares at me, waiting for a reaction she won’t get.

      She takes another step closer, so I slide to the edge of my bed until my feet hit the floor.

      “For some reason, my husband makes sure you’re in here, every night, alone, so I was thinking … you could join, if you’d like.”

      My muscles lock.

      What the fuck did she just say?

      “I know you want him.” She tilts her head like the bitch she is, looking down at me. “Maybe you even wish he were yours; it’s more than obvious. So come”—her eyes pinch at the sides, but she keeps her arrogant smirk in place—“and we’ll both enjoy his body … but only for tonight.”

      My jaw wants to hit the floor, my fist wants to smash her face, but my mind wants to call her on a bluff as bad as my body wants back what was never mine to begin with.

      I shouldn’t; that’s a given. I surely don’t want to see him touch another woman, but I know this man, and to torture myself is to torture him.

      I move to stand in front of her, and she scans my nearly naked body from head to toe, a tight smile finding her lips.

      Then, admittedly jaded and out of my fucking mind, I follow the devil down the hall and into my own pit of hell.

      She steps in, and I follow behind her.

      His head lifts from where he is sitting at the edge of the bed—the bed we fucked on, the bed he’s now fucked her on. His shirt is on the floor at his feet, jeans still on but unbuttoned.

      All tattoos and tan skin.

      His eyes narrow on me a moment before cutting between Marissa’s and my eyes, and slowly, his chest puffs out as his spine goes straight.

      Marissa steps closer to him, but he keeps his gaze locked on me. She slides her silk robe to the side and drops her bare ass onto his right knee. My teeth grind as she slides her hand up his chest, her fake lips landing on his cheek as she crooks a finger to call me near.

      And call me stupid, but I oblige, stopping half an inch away.

      Alec jerks his head my way, and his eyes harden, all while growing my favorite shade of green, dark with a glossy finish, his pupils so large that he looks like a man demented.

      A man starved.

      Marissa’s hand lands on my outer thigh, and I snap my gaze to hers. I blankly stare at her as she skims her hand up my hip until she’s grabbing me by the waistband of my underwear and pulling me closer, so I’m standing between Alec’s legs.

      I take her hint and lower myself onto his left knee, and instantly, his hand lifts to grip my ass cheek. His chest rumbles with an angry growl, and Marissa smirks, tilting her head to kiss his neck, nodding for me to do the same.

      I lock my eyes on his, and his nostrils flare, but I ignore his unspoken threat and inhale deeply before diving into this raw torture.

      The second my lips touch his neck, he twitches, and heat pools between my legs.

      Fuck, the taste of him. All man and mine.

      My pussy walls tighten as his grip grows stronger, sliding closer to my ass crack, the higher my lips travel.

      I suppress a moan as a pinkie slides between my cheeks, his hand so large that he’s able to latch on for a firm grip.

      Marissa’s hand catches my attention when it starts to run along his chest, her fake nails scratching across his tattoos, just the way my tongue traveled them not so long ago.

      When she lets out a small moan, I sink my teeth into his shoulder, and his fingertips bruise into my skin, the tip of his pinkie pushing against my hole, making me clench my muscles.

      When I hear Marissa shift back, I do the same, and she stares at me. I’d claw her eyes out right now if I could. Strangely enough, if I guessed, I’d say the bitch was truly turned on right now.

      She licks her lips and shifts closer to Alec. She reaches for my hand, slowly placing it on the inside of her thigh. I don’t look away from her eyes as she slides it higher. I force myself to keep my face neutral.

      She then stands, moving behind Alec, her hands gliding across his shoulders. She brings her lips to his ear. “Touch her, Alec,” she whispers, her tapered eyes on me. “Show her what a real man’s hands feel like.”

      If you only knew where your husband’s hands had been.

      Alec’s jaw clenches as he brings his right hand to my waist. He’s slow to grip me at first, but as soon as he has my hips in his hold, he snaps, and I’m yanked forward until I’m straddling him, my now-wet underwear sitting right on top of his boxers-covered dick, his belt buckle dangling to the side scratching against my inner thigh.

      My hands shoot out to catch my balance, planting right against his heated pecs. His skin is so soft and warm, so familiar that my nipples harden against my thin shirt.

      Marissa’s taunting chuckle snaps me out of my haze, and my eyes cut to hers.

      She stares at me, a calculating look in her light eyes, and mine pinch at the edges.

      “Kiss me,” she whispers.

      For a second, I think she’s talking to me, but her gaze slowly slides to Alec, her hand coming around to force his face to hers.

      My heart beats in my throat as I stare. I don’t know what I expected coming in here, but I feel like I’m being torn in half when his lips grow closer to hers.

      And he kisses her, right in front of me, while I sit on his lap.

      I try to push off, but he forces me still. A grip that grows tighter, rougher, the longer his mouth stays on hers.

      His hands are pushing, which means his kiss is that much angrier, and she’s getting it, not me. His dick grows under me, pushing against my center, and I swear, I might vomit.

      I jerk my gaze away, the move causing him to pull from her.

      She licks her lips and moves to step back, dropping her robe to the bed, leaving her in nothing but her birthday suit, and she steps behind me.

      I keep my eyes locked on his as she runs her fingers across my hips until she’s lifting my shirt over my head. I’m not wearing a bra, so here I sit, on Alec’s lap, in my thong, his wife behind me.

      His dick twitches as his grip grows stronger.

      She crawls beside us and pushes my hair out of the way, her lips moving to my shoulder.

      I fight not to cringe when her mouth glides across my skin. Alec’s brows dip in the center, and the second her hands reach the under part of my bare breast, he jumps to his feet, almost knocking both of us to the floor in the process.

      He grabs Marissa in a tight, possessive hold that has me holding my breath, and he spins her around, so her naked ass is facing me. His large hand sinks into her hair, and he yanks it a bit, making her moan as he exposes her neck.

      “Nobody”—he growls against her, and her hands shoot up to grip his biceps—“touches your body but me,” he speaks against her skin … but his eyes are locked on mine.

      He’s talking to me.

      “Your body,” he continues, his teeth now bared with his glare. “Belongs to me. Only me.” He warns in a deep growl, “Woman or not, I don’t give a fuck. No other fucking hands will touch you. Ever. Do you understand me?” One brow is slanted in heavy disapproval.

      My body starts to shake in anger, but when Marissa turns her head to smirk, I mask my expression the best I can.

      “Sorry, sweetheart. My man doesn’t want to share me.” Her eyes narrow in sick satisfaction. “Get out.”

      I force my feet to move slowly, but as soon as I hit the hall, I dart for my room, hearing Alec’s door slam right when I reach mine.

      Tears instantly spring in my eyes, but before I can slam my own damn door, I’m being shoved through the entrance and pushed against the wall.

      I gasp as Alec smashes his heated body into my nearly naked one, not a space to breathe between us.

      He’s furious, his face hard, and before I know it, his lips roughly take mine.

      A feral moan is forced from me, and my legs give way, but his large frame is there to hold me up.

      With a deep growl, he rolls his hard-on against me, dry-fucking me for a few moments. Then, he yanks back, making me gasp for air I don’t want but need.

      “Do you fucking feel this?” he hisses against my mouth, his dick pushing on my clit. “This is all for you. Every fucking inch of it.”

      He steps back, and I slide down the wall a little.

      I meet his glare, but I’m too dizzy to match it.

      “You realize what your stunt has done?” He tilts his head, my eyes following his hand as he grips himself. “This is for fucking you, Oakley … and now, I’ve gotta go use it on her.”

      My eyes fly to his.

      “Don’t start a fire you can’t douse, princess.”

      “Fuck you, asshole,” I fume, tears of anger and hurt slipping. “I’m not your princess.”

      He hangs his head and steps for the door, but before he walks out, his tortured gaze hits mine once more. “You’re right. You’re not my princess.” He takes a deep breath, his splintered stare scanning over every inch of my face. “You’re my fucking queen.”

      And then he’s gone, and my ass hits the carpet.

      I hate him.

      I hate everything about him.

      Most of all, I hate that I can’t convince myself that it’s true.

      I bang my head against the wall before dropping it into my palms, but as I do, my attention is caught by the shine of gold against black—the Blaze logo.

      I drop my arms, and I look to where my gym bag sits just inside my closet. I grab the sweater I tossed by my door earlier and pull it over my head.

      A deep crease forms across my forehead as I crawl across the floor, stopping to sit right in front of it.

      My hands shake as I slide the zipper open and slowly pull the small pile out.

      Fear and uncertainty have me pausing.

      What could possibly be in these folders that would have caused my dad to change the password to his safe before he left?

      And why the hell would he have changed it to numbers that correspond to letters that spell out MARISSA?

      With a deep breath, I flip open the first tab.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Alec

      

      I slam the door shut and stride over to the dresser.

      I should have fucking followed my gut, but I had to play it cool, just to be on the safe side, until I had some answers. Answers I still don’t have.

      I know my wife … and she’s not the sharing kind.

      “Lie back on the bed, Marissa,” I demand, pretending to take off my watch as I slip my hand in the drawer, but before I can get my fingers inside, the chill of cold metal hits the back of my head, and I squeeze my eyes shut.

      Fuck.

      I fucking knew it.

      “Don’t bother trying to get your hand in there. The knife’s gone. So is the gun that was taped to the bottom of the nightstand, the bat that was just casually lying in the closet, and sad you didn’t notice, but the glass has been removed from all the frames on the walls.” The familiar click rings when she cocks the gun, letting me know that she’s ready to go at any moment. “You’ve really slipped, dear husband. Now”—the metal leaves my skull—“walk over to the far-left corner, turn to face me, and plant your hands against it.”

      I do as she says.

      When I face her, she grins, shifting the gun to rub at her temple. I glance from it to her.

      She smiles wider and inspects it herself. “Found it in your whore’s room along with a few other hidden weapons. Gotta say, took me all week to go through the house with the metal detectors. Seems Trick Rivera and his skanky daughter were quite paranoid.” Her eyes narrow. “Any idea why they’d be so paranoid?”

      I drop my head back against the wall, keeping my face blank. “How ’bout you tell me what you think you know, and we go from there?”

      She wrinkles her nose, shaking her head back and forth. “That’s not going to work for me, baby. See, I don’t have much time.”

      My brows dip, and she laughs lightly.

      “Daddy is on his way, and he’s reeeal mad at you. But don’t worry; I won’t let him touch you. I’ve already told him that you’re mine to do with as I please.” Her stare hardens, and the devil’s daughter shows herself. “The whore though is his to keep. I promised to let her live. Personally, I think it’s a bit dirty that he wants the body of the girl his daughter’s husband has been inside, but that’s his choice.”

      I wanna rip her head off, but I need more information, so I say nothing.

      My eyes slide to the door and back to her.

      “You’re thinking she’ll walk by and hear us, might even burst in at any minute and save your sorry ass?” Marissa stands tall, the gun now pointed at my dick. “Not happening. My plan has worked far too well for that. I knew she’d be so desperate to follow me in here tonight, just like I knew she was more than the pawn in your dirty little heart, you’d never let anything real happen. She thinks we’re fuckin’ like animals. No way in hell will she come out of that room tonight.” She drops onto the edge of the mattress.

      When I give her nothing but a bored stare, her eyes twitch.

      “I came here against Daddy’s orders, you know. He believed in you, said it was all ‘part of the plan, but a little something told me to make the trip and surprise you. Daddy always thinks he knows best, but I knew it seemed too easy, too ... clean. I mean, I know you’re good with words, but I found it hard to believe you showed up here and got your in with Blaze ... just like that. So I snooped, and imagine my surprise, finding out the little boyfriend’s last name wasn’t the one listed in the file you built us on him. And to learn he went by the name Daniels?” She lightly shakes her head. “Bold move, Alec. We could have found you out months ago based on that alone.”

      “How did you find out?”

      “Guess Trick was a bit of a pack rat. Found the girl’s old notebooks and drawings in the garage, nothing but pink hearts and flowers and Mrs. Rowan Daniels.”

      She laughs when my mouth forms a hard line. “God, you must really be whipped for a ten-year-old girl’s scribble to get under your skin.” She tilts her head, and then her eyes light up. She straightens. “Oh! I almost forgot to tell you. Oakley has all the answers in her gym bag. I’ve already read them, so I know the entire truth and all about this mysterious Blaze you were supposed to be infiltrating. She must have found the paperwork at the academy because I searched every inch of this place and found nothing. Now, all the evidence against my family will burn with this shitty house.”

      I take a step forward, and her arm lifts, pointing the gun directly between my eyes.

      “What do you mean, burn with the house?”

      “Duh, silly. Same way you burned Daddy’s warehouse to the ground. By ‘accident.’ He doesn’t know about that part yet, by the way.” She winks, her other hand coming up to support the pistol better, her lids lowering as she tightens her aim. “No one plays me, Alec. You’re dead. But how about one more little surprise for you to part with, hmm?”

      I hold my hands out wide, more than ready to let her shoot me, knowing Oakley will hear it and at least have a chance to attempt an escape. If my dying keeps her from being captured, tortured, and raped by Marissa’s bastard of a father, I’d be happy to go right here, right now.

      “I slipped a little paper of my own in between the pages, the contract you signed—you know, the one where you accepted a two-hundred-fifty-thousand-dollar payment to play executioner?”

      When my nostrils flare, she giggles.

      “Best part? You’ll die before she has a chance to ask for the truth, so she’ll go on alone, if the little wannabe Daniels brother doesn’t swoop in to keep her warm at night, thinking her baby daddy killed her daddy.”

      The vile look in her eyes mixed with the sick satisfaction that makes her lips twitch have my breath locking in my throat.

      “The fuck you just say?”

      “That’s right, dear. Your whore?” She tilts her head, reaching into her pocket to pull out a small blue plastic stick. “She’s pregnant.”

      I dart forward, ready to take her ass out, determined to make it out of this room … but the bitch pulls the trigger.
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      Oakley

      

      Tears fall from my eyes, bleeding into the words on the cream-colored paper in front of me.

      I’m on file number five of what I’ve realized are all records of the active jobs.

      This one is titled Oakley. The objective? Protection.

      It’s dated two years ago, the day before my eighteenth birthday.

      The day Alec disappeared.

      Only, according to these papers, he didn’t disappear. He took a job far from his family in a new, scary place with people he didn’t know. Alec forced his way into the life of a man my father had been paid to ruin. Alec said he went in undercover, but it was more than that. He took on an entirely new life.

      Turned out, the man Alec told me about, who had murdered that little girl and gotten away with it, was looking to pass his torch at the top just before everything went down. The timing was a happy coincidence, as my dad needed an inside eye to find out what they knew or were searching for in regard to Blaze, just as Alec mentioned before. So, Alec went in, stronger and braver than the rest, and earned the coveted spot.

      According to my dad’s notes, it didn’t take long for Alec to be seen and sought out by this family. But, before he could slide into the higher role, he had to prove himself to the man on a deeper level.

      His first test was strength.

      He was given a series of jobs to complete, which he did without a hitch. My dad gave no details of what those had entailed, but I can only imagine.

      The second was to prove his power of manipulation.

      Apparently, in the world this man lives in, outsiders can’t come in and take over at the top. They have to be tied to the family.

      Alec’s second task was to trick the man’s very own daughter into falling in love with him.

      His daughter, Marissa Murphy.

      And the third?

      To murder Patrick “Trick” Rivera, my father, with the promise of any evidence that might arise being destroyed, just as it was when it came to the little girl’s murder trial.

      Alec was sent back here to find what this family had failed to on their own, to find the evidence against Marissa’s family and murder my dad. The papers I stupidly delivered to her feet tonight.

      Marissa’s words make sense now. I’m the job he can’t fail, the final piece in their plan, a prize they plan to keep.

      This is some real next-level antihero shit.

      And why does her piece-of-shit name, Marissa Murphy, sound so familiar?

      God, this is too much for me today.

      My head starts to spin, too much to process, too many uncertain thoughts and questions running through my mind.

      I hop to my feet, the folders scattering as I do, papers falling out left and right.

      Power is dangerous. What if the authority got to Alec’s head? Maybe he wants the back end, criminal style life this family is offering him at the expense of mine. Maybe money and power do rule over morality.

      My stomach starts to turn, so I drop onto my bed, closing my eyes a moment as a dizzy spell hits. I reach across my comforter until I find my phone and throw my eyes open.

      I unlock it and hover over Rowan’s name but pause.

      Tears spear my eyes, and I drop my head back a moment.

      This is insane and not something I can tell him over the phone. I stand and move to pick up the paperwork, noticing a sheet of paper that doesn’t match the rest.

      I quickly rush to pick it up, scanning over the document, seeing the terms my dad outlined for his own murder contract in his notes, matching the exact words on here.

      This is the actual contract.

      My hand falls, my head springing left to glare at my bedroom door and then back to my closet.

      Son of a bitch.

      She had to be in my room.

      I drop the paper, bringing my hands up to fold them over my head in thought.

      The only way my dad could have known about his very own murder for hire was if Alec was being honest with him, sharing all details, as he was instructed.

      More tears fill my eyes in that moment, and confusion like I’ve never felt consumes me.

      If Alec is good, who killed my dad? Would he have gone that far to protect me?

      Would my dad have asked him to?

      I cover my mouth as a sob escapes.

      In a heartbeat, he would. They both would.

      I pace back and forth, taking a deep breath to try to calm my nerves. I close my eyes and picture Alec’s face. The curve of his lips, the arch of those dark brows, the bright hidden behind eager, dark eyes when he turns playful when it’s just the two of us.

      I play back the last few months.

      I didn’t know Alec as well as I’d thought in the years he was around, but I feel like I did before Marissa showed up and fucked with my head.

      His passion for the academy, the way he pushed me, how he touched me. His eyes told me the truth he refused to speak, waiting for me to find and demand the answers myself, as if he knew I’d crave him once I saw him. He wanted me to figure it out on my own. And, when I opened my eyes and the fog cleared, he was the only thing left standing there.

      He was being real. I was more than the girl he had been sent to protect, more than the job he’d accepted out of duty.

      I’m the one he chose.

      Before her and after.

      If Marissa read over these, she knows he’s fucked them over, and she could have killed my dad out of spite.

      Oh my God!

      I jump to my feet again, quickly pulling on a pair of sweats from the floor.

      Her stunt tonight. Of course she fucking knows, but if she saw the documents regarding her family, why did she not take them and run?

      Alec.

      She doesn’t plan to leave her husband behind.

      I need help.

      My hands start shaking as I grab my cell and scroll until I find the right number and press Call, but the second he answers and speaks his name my entire body turns to stone.

      “Detective Murphy here.”

      The phone falls from my hand, my wide eyes stuck open and frozen on the wall.

      His muffled, “Hello?” has me jolting, and then a calculated, “Anybody there?” kicks me forward.

      I quickly grab it, squeezing my eyes shut as I pull it to my ear. “Hey … hi, Detective Murphy.” I move to my window and peek out into the darkness.

      “Ms. Rivera.” There’s a long pause. “What can I do for you?”

      “I was just wondering if there was any new news—you know, on my dad’s case?”

      My lips form a tight line to keep me from crying or screaming or who the hell knows what?

      Again, there’s a long pause. “No,” he drags out. “I’m afraid not. But, if something comes up, you’ll be the first to know.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “Not a problem. You have a good night.”

      “Yeah, you, too.” I hang up, and full-blown panic kicks in.

      I start hyperventilating, and acid fights its way up my throat. I start gagging but quickly grab a water bottle off my dresser, taking a small drink to help settle my stomach.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck!

      Detective Murphy is Marissa Murphy’s father.

      I run to my nightstand and pull it away from the wall, sliding open the hidden compartment in the back, and my eyes shoot open wide. My gun is gone.

      “Oh God,” I whisper. “Oh God, oh God.”

      With trembling fingers, I dial Rowan, but he doesn’t answer, so I quickly text him SOS, hoping he’ll come.

      She has my gun and my man.

      I scan over the room, searching for an inconspicuous weapon. My eyes stop on my tall corner lamp. I run to it, unscrewing the top half, leaving me with the hard metal stick from the bottom piece.

      I rush for my bedroom door, slowly pulling it open, and the moment that I step into the hall … a gunshot rings in the air.

      No!
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      Oakley

      

      I take a deep breath, but it does nothing to soothe me.

      I rush into the hall, and the second I reach his door, I jolt to a stop, spotting him on the floor, soaking in a puddle of his own blood.

      “Alec!”

      I go to blast forward but jump back when she speaks, “Oh, good!”

      I jerk away from the door as Marissa’s chipper voice hits my ears, finding her approaching from the hall.

      “You came to me.”

      I simply stand there like a dumbass, frozen in place, Alec’s lifeless body seen in my peripheral.

      That’s when I smell it, my eyes flying past her form, but she steps to the side and right back in my line of sight.

      “I told my dad I’d leave you for him, but I think I’ve changed my mind. Two specialized firefighters dying in a tragic fire?” She laughs, and a deep crease takes over my forehead. “Epic. But maybe the joke’s on me, hmm?” She steps closer, so I stand taller. “See, I came here to try to speed this along, so I could have my husband back, seeing as how he couldn’t come home until the job was finished.”

      She tilts her head, a dull glaze taking over her eyes, zero emotion reflecting in her features. “I would have figured it out a lot earlier if I’d paid attention to the signs, but I was too busy searching for something else. I mean, I show up here after months of no physical contact, and my husband won’t have sex with me. He said he needed to stay focused, and having my body on the brain would distract him. Smooth, right?”

      When my brows pull in, she blinks, and her face transforms once again, now shining brightly with excitement, but her eyes are wide and wild.

      She’s gonna snap soon. She’ll shoot for sure. Crazy bitch.

      “You didn’t know?” She grins. “You thought we’d been fucking this entire time, and still, you come out here, ready to protect him? God, you’re even more pathetic than me.”

      There’s no way what she’s saying is true.

      Is it?

      She tilts her head, knowing she has my mind spinning.

      Did he really not—

      When her eyes dart to where my hand has subconsciously moved to hover, I freeze.

      Her flighty stare snaps back to mine.

      And then she lifts her gun.

      She’s quick, but I’m quicker, and I swing the metal bar, hitting her right across her jaw. She stumbles, her back hitting the wall, and the gun goes off in her hand, a slight sting lighting up my calf. She tries to catch her bearings, but I lift the rod again and bring it down over her kneecap with as much force as I can muster. The cracking sound is loud, but her cries of sheer pain are louder, and she crumbles, dropping to the floor.

      Blood drips from her lip and the cut beneath her eye. Her jaw clenches, her light eyes narrowing, as a wobbly hand tries to raise the gun, but her weak muscles refuse to allow it.

      I lift my left foot, kicking the gun from her grip, and she growls, looking from the raised rod in my hand to me.

      “Bitch,” she spits, her head dropping against the wall.

      I pull the rod back farther. “Maybe. But this was all you.” And I bring it right across her face once more, knocking her ass out.

      I drop the weapon and rush into Alec’s room. I check him for a pulse, finding one so weak that I worry he might not make it out of here. I snatch a shirt from the ground and press it over his wound.

      I slap him a few times, tears now streaming from my eyes as I stare at his paling form.

      “Alec, baby, open your eyes.” I hit him again, glancing from the bullet wound that looks to be just below his heart and back to his eyes. “Come on, baby, wake up!”

      Nothing.

      The smoke hits me hard then, and I start to cough as I cry. I lift my sweater to cover my nose and stand, trying to pull Alec by his legs, but his big-ass body won’t budge, and I need him out of the awkward position he’s in to even attempt a lift maneuver on him.

      “Fuck!” I scream and run for the hall.

      I dash toward the kitchen but skid to a stop when I see the flames making their way down the line.

      “No,” I whisper, glancing around, finding no way past without my suit … which is in the fucking garage. “Goddamn it!” I scream.

      I rush into the bathroom, yanking the shower curtain down. I quickly turn on the water and wet it the best I can. I run back into Alec’s room with it.

      I lay it across his body, hoping it does something to protect him from the heat of the fire if it grows closer before I can … before I can … what?

      I’m fucked!

      I run over to the window, attempting to pull it open, but find screws at the bottom, locking it in place.

      This bitch thought of everything.

      I lift the office chair. With a deep grunt, I attempt to crash it against the window, but it merely bounces back, and a desperate laugh escapes.

      Please tell me these windows aren’t shatterproof.

      The fire is getting closer. I’ve got to get him into my room. It’s the farthest from the fire and the only option at the moment.

      The smoke is getting stronger and stronger by the minute, and I know we’re running out of time.

      I drop onto my ass, planting my feet against the dresser with my knees bent, and grab both of Alec’s ankles. Using the position of my feet as support, I pull until my back hits the carpet, and his body is inches closer to the center of the floor.

      A gargling sound leaves him, and I gasp, scurrying toward his face.

      “Alec! Can you hear me?” My eyes flit between his, and I see them moving behind his closed lids before his head falls to the side again.

      I go to switch positions, ready to attempt to lift him again, but the smoke hits the room full force, and my eyes start to burn.

      That’s when I hear the banging.

      I jump up, unsure of whether I should grab the gun or scream for help.

      I run to the hall for the gun and then follow the sound of the banging on my bedroom window.

      I lift the gun as I pull open the blinds, and Rowan’s fear-stricken eyes widen even more.

      A sob escapes me, and I put my hand on the window, quickly pulling it back when I find it’s already warming.

      “Row!”

      “Oakley, get out of the way!”

      I step back, and he throws a planter pot against the glass, but it only rattles, the porcelain pot shattering on the outside.

      “I think it’s shatterproof, Rowan!” I shout, coughing more. “And she screwed them shut!”

      His eyes fly around the road, and he nods before looking back to me, the edges of his eyes tightening like they do before he lies. “I’m gonna get you out of there! Just hang tight.”

      “She shot him!” I cry, and he smashes his lips together. “She shot him, Rowan! I can’t—”

      “Stop it!” He shakes his head. “Hang in there, Oaks. I’m coming!” I start to sway on my feet, and his voice grows louder. “Oakley! I’m—”

      He spins around when a vehicle pulls up behind him. I think I hear him yelling some more, but my head starts to grow heavy, my vision blurry, and I lose my balance.

      I fall against my mattress, muddled shouts surrounding me.

      I just need a minute. Just a minute to rest.

      There’s a loud crash, followed by more banging, more shouting, and then the weight of my body disappears.

      The room shakes around me, and just when my throat begins to lock, fresh oxygen hits my nose, and I cough until I’m retching.

      “Open your eyes!” someone shouts, my shoulders shaking lightly, and then I’m gently placed on the grass.

      “Oh, fucking shit, her leg! Was she shot?”

      “Quiet.”

      “Oh my God, she was shot!”

      “I said, quiet!”

      My brows pull in at the sound of multiple voices.

      “Alec …” I rasp, and someone moves my hair from my face. “Where … he …”

      “Don’t talk. Just breathe.”

      My muscles lock, and I swear, my heart stops.

      I force my eyes open, and I’m met with the most familiar blue. Tears spill as I stare up at him, wanting to reach out but not having the strength to do so.

      His hand runs along my hairline. “It’s okay, baby girl. I’m here.”
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      My limp hands fly up, tearing at the oxygen mask, but my wrists are held down.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, opening them to spot Havannah at my side, her eyes wide with panic as she stares at me. And then my gaze shifts right, and a sob bubbles from me.

      He offers a sad, one-sided smile, his eyes sloped at the edges, regret and uncertainty swimming in his stare. “Hi, baby girl.”

      “Dad … you’re … is this real?” I whisper.

      He moves Havannah’s hand from my wrist to slip his hand into mine.

      “Are you here?”

      “I’m here.”

      I start to shake my head, but the sound of an explosion behind me has me jolting up.

      “Whoa!” Havannah catches me by the shoulders.

      My hand flies to my head, but I scurry around to look at the house. When I find more than half of it is up in flames, my eyes widen, and I try to hop up but collapse with a cry.

      “Oakley, stay still.”

      “Alec is in there!” I shout, spinning to look at my dad. “He’s in there, and he’s shot! I’m not gonna sit here while—”

      “Rowan went in after him.”

      Oh my God!

      I fight their hold on me but fail to break away as they keep me pinned on the floor.

      “Dad!” I cry, my eyes sliding between his in terror. “Not both of them.”

      “He can do this, sweetheart. He’s stronger than I thought.” He smiles ruefully. “He’s as strong as you said he was.”

      Another loud bang has our heads snapping toward the house, and we watch as the roof above the living room starts to cave in.

      I bite into my lip. Havannah’s hand slides into my right hand as my dad’s slides into my left, and we wait.

      What feels like hours is only seconds, and a loud groan pulls our attention to my bedroom window. Rowan’s face emerges, Alec thrown over his shoulder.

      My dad runs for the window and helps pull him out. He quickly moves to drop him beside me.

      I jerk from Havannah’s hold and pull myself closer to him, transferring my oxygen mask to him.

      “Come on, baby. Come on …” I whisper.

      “Oakley, you need to keep that on—”

      My glare flies to Havannah, and her mouth clamps shut. And then my brows pull in because what the hell is she even doing here?

      Before I can ask, my dad comes back … dropping Marissa’s beat-up body beside me.

      My eyes fly to his, and he holds my stare before looking to Rowan.

      Rowan drops his eyes to the grass when mine seek his out. “I couldn’t leave her in there,” he whispers, looking to his brother. “That’s his wife.”

      Right. He doesn’t know she’s the one who did all this.

      Alec starts coughing right then, and I gasp, my shaky hand shifting to smooth across his hairline.

      His eyes pop open a moment, and the second he spots me, they narrow in fear.

      When I smile softly, his body relaxes, and his eyes close again.

      “He’ll be okay, sweetheart,” my dad whispers. “He—”

      A car door slams and all our gazes shift to the police car that’s just pulled up, half-blocked by the SUV my dad must have shown up in.

      “Thank God,” Rowan breathes a sigh of relief.

      But my body grows rigid, and I shift in front of Alec’s. My dad steps forward, trying to block both Havannah and me.

      “Ms. Rivera,” the voice cautiously calls out. “That you over there?”

      “Yeah!” I croak out, my heart about to beat out of my chest. “It’s me.”

      Detective Murphy steps into view, and before he has time to lift the gun he has hiding behind his back, I rip the one from my dad’s ankle strap, point, and shoot, hitting him right in the chest.

      “What the hell?” Rowan shouts.

      Havannah screams, but my dad simply pries the gun from my grasp.

      The adrenaline starts to wear out, and my body slumps across Alec’s.

      Voices call me as the sirens grow closer, but I sprawl my hand across Alec’s wound and let deprivation win over it all.
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        * * *

      

      When my eyes open again, paramedics are moving above me. I’m rolled onto my back and lying across a stretcher.

      The woman looks down with a small smile. “It’s going to be okay, ma’am.”

      “I’m fine.” I cough. “Just tired.” I try to push myself into a sitting position, but my arm slips, and I fall back again.

      “I know you are, but it’s better we help you out, all right?”

      I don’t respond and look to the side as they cut open Alec’s shirt. They start poking and prodding at him as they are doing to me.

      His head shakes a little, and his eyes peel open.

      “Alec,” I try to call him, but my voice is no more than a scratchy whisper.

      He hears me though, and his eyes snap to mine even though he can’t move his head with the neck brace in place.

      They only just connect with mine when he’s lifted and carted away.

      I freeze when my dad steps into my sight again, and he sighs, dropping beside me.

      “She’s okay, but we need to take her in. Her lungs took a hit, and she’s got a graze on her leg that we should clean.”

      He lifts a brow to ask if I’ll allow it, and I shrug against the cot.

      He chuckles, but it’s sad. He tells the woman he’ll follow behind.

      Rowan pops up as they lift me.

      I reach out for his hand, and he squeezes, walking with me.

      “Ride with me, Row?”

      “Think I’d let you tell me no?” he jokes, but it doesn’t have any power, and his eyes grow glossy.

      “My ride or die,” I tease, and that time, I get a real laugh.

      They turn around to back me into the ambulance. I stare at my dad as they close the door, and Havannah steps up beside him, looking around at all the chaos.

      Rowan and I don’t talk on the drive, but he never lets go of my hand, not even when they hook a handcuff from my wrist to the side post. I don’t ask questions. I did beat a chick with a metal rod and shot a cop tonight. A little metal never hurt.

      When we arrive at the hospital and I’m wheeled away, he shouts, “I’ll find Alec and call my mom.”

      My eyes tighten at the edges, and his shoulders fall.

      “He’ll be okay, Oakley. He’s strong.”

      I close my eyes and picture his.

      He is strong … but am I strong enough to forgive?
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      “Who knew?” I ask, unable to wipe the frown from my face.

      My dad sighs and glances toward Havannah before looking back to me. “The only person who was supposed to know was ‘Officer’ Bennett, who is actually an old student of mine. I got word that Mitch Murphy paid off the right people and was showing up here with a badge that wasn’t his. Made a few calls, and we weaseled Bennett in here to help just before Murphy showed up.”

      “Is Murphy even a cop at all?”

      “No. But he has friends in high places, so he was able to ‘borrow’ an interrogation room without raising questions.”

      “You should have told me,” I whisper, selfishly angry even though I understand why he did it.

      “I couldn’t risk it. I did consider telling Alec, but I knew that would be asking too much of him, and in the end, it would likely be a secret too big. One you wouldn’t be able to forgive him for, and I couldn’t live with that. It came down to everyone having to believe it for it to work.”

      My eyes slide to Havannah, and she looks down.

      “I called you over and over again. I called you.”

      She still won’t meet my eyes. “I know. I—”

      My dad cuts her off, “I couldn’t go to the hospital after I was shot, couldn’t risk being seen, so I went to the only place I could think of—far enough away from everything but close enough in case I needed to rush home.”

      “Havannah’s.”

      He nods. “I knew she’d call you right away, so first thing I did was disconnect the wires in the house. Then, I took her phone. She managed to sneak it back to send you a quick text, but I didn’t even want that to happen in case the lie became too much for her.” He glances her way before looking back to me. “She helped me out, removed the bullet, and sewed me up all on her own. Turned out to be a perfect place to lie low until everything worked itself out.”

      “You were shot?”

      He nods. “Marissa.”

      A shaky breath leaves me. “How’d she find you?”

      “I led her to me.”

      “The phone call.”

      He nods, and I shake my head.

      “Why would Murphy even bother telling me about the call?”

      “To throw you off maybe, or to make his daughter seem innocent, so she could sneak around without raising flags. I’m not really sure. Alec was sent there to find me, collect the documents, and then take you back to Murphy, but I let her find me first, knowing she was unstable and would give Alec more time to find a way to protect you.”

      “You let a murdering lunatic come live in our home, the daughter of the madman you got messed up with.”

      “I didn’t know he moved her in—”

      “I tried to tell Havannah.”

      “I turned off her phone.”

      “You’re not her father or her keeper!” Tears threaten to spill. I’m being irrational, but I’m pissed and hurt and so fucking confused.

      I can’t help but feel like the all-around odd man out, and it’s not right.

      My dad and Alec had a secret they kept from me, one that could have cost me my life and almost cost my dad’s life. There were plenty of chances for them to come clean, but both chose to keep me in the dark.

      Now, I know my dad and Havannah had a secret while I was stuck here, trying to both honor and mourn my dad at the same time. Fighting myself to be strong when I felt weak, make him proud when I felt nothing but shame, all while he was well and alive and with her.

      To know so much could have been avoided, that my dad and Alec could have chosen to trust me. That the heavy weight of betrayal I carried day in and out, thinking Alec had not only let me down but that my dad had also died, trusting in him enough to will him his legacy and home. That Havannah could have found a way to tell me. All those things mixed together are a heavy load to carry on my own. I can hardly breathe.

      Havannah finally looks up, and the tears clouding my eyes match hers. I can’t say I understand it all or that I’ll forgive and forget so easy, but maybe now isn’t the time to get into that.

      Maybe we all need a little while to process.

      “Sorry,” I mumble.

      She gives a small, regretful smile.

      “You’re right, Oakley,” my dad speaks softly. “And I’m sorry, but I can’t say for sure that I wouldn’t do it again.”

      “How’d you know to come home last night?” I ask him.

      “The safe. I can remotely access it from my email. After that first week, I logged in and updated the information, so it was attached to Hillock’s old account, and I knew it was a safe move.” He sits back in his chair. “I changed the password to Marissa’s name, and then I waited for you to be ready to find the answers. When you guessed the code right, like I had known you would, I got the email and knew you’d confront Alec tonight. I needed to be there, so we hopped in the car and headed this way. What I hadn’t expected was it to be the same night Marissa realized she was nothing more than a stepping-stone in Alec’s eyes.” He squints. “How did she find out?”

      “I wasn’t thinking,” I admit, looking away. “I left my bag in my room, and she went through it.”

      When my dad doesn’t respond right away, I glance back.

      His eyes are soft around the edges, and he leans forward. “She had to have known before last night—maybe not everything, but she suspected; I’m sure of it. Something she found must have set her off.”

      My bottom lip starts to tremble, and he nods, moving to squeeze my hand.

      He knows.

      Call it father’s intuition. Somehow, he knows there was more at risk than my and Alec’s lives last night.

      I could have lost the baby.

      Marissa had to have seen the pregnancy test nestled between my sweatshirts, just beneath the files. I planned to toss them out in the dumpster at the academy the following day, but she found them first. As conniving as she is, there’s no way she didn’t tell him, if only to be the one to say it before me.

      “She could have killed us all.” I blankly stare at him, and he nods, guilt in his eyes. “And I can’t decide if it would have been your fault, his … or mine.”

      “Baby girl …” His voice breaks as his grip tightens.

      The tears won’t stay in now and freely run down my face.

      Rowan moves to sit beside me on the bed, his hand finding my shoulder, and I break, crying into my palms.

      This is all so crazy. I’m overwhelmed.

      My dad is alive, Alec is alive, and Rowan made it out, unharmed. Havannah didn’t abandon me but was helping my father heal, and I’m … I’m gonna be a mom.

      My baby, so small and defenseless, made it through … no thanks to me.

      A good mother would have left to protect her unborn child when the threat became clear, wouldn’t she have?

      God, my emotions are all over the place. I’m so fucking grateful right now, but I can’t help but think none of this would have had to happen if everyone had been honest with me from the start.

      But would I be sitting here with a little one growing inside me if they had?

      I shake my head, tears still falling.

      My dad shifts to sit on the other side of me, followed by Havannah, and they hug me while I cry.

      “Ms. Rivera.”

      I lift my head and peek past my dad to find Officer—or whatever the hell he is—Bennett in the doorway with his hands in his pockets. He avoids my gaze a moment before he looks up.

      “I just wanted to personally apologize to you for all this.”

      “This wasn’t your fault.”

      He shrugs. “No, but it was messed up. You had to grieve while that woman watched on. Probably shouldn’t say it, but I’m glad her lungs gave up on her. Wish her pops would have died right along with her, but I guess we can’t ask for too much in one night, huh?”

      “For a fake detective, he sure remembered that bulletproof vest, didn’t he?”

      “Guess he knew what a dirty bastard he was. I’m holding out hope that he gets a nice, big cellmate to play with.” He smirks.

      I can’t help but smile a little, and Havannah laughs lightly.

      When she does, Bennett’s eyes slide her way, and she grins, averting her gaze.

      “You can go now,” my dad tells him.

      Without a word, he turns and walks out.

      “Dad!” My brows jump, and his frown slides to me.

      He lightly shakes his head as Havannah shifts in her seat.

      “Long night.” He clears his throat. “I don’t wanna be interrupted right now.”

      I drop my head back against the pillow. “So, what now?”

      “Now, we get ready to give our statements. All the documents have already been turned in. Blaze business stays hidden, and we go back to normal. While I still hope to one day have Alec be a part of Blaze on a bigger scale—assuming that’s what you want, too—the company and home revert back to me. It was only to switch over to him in the event of my death. Everything goes back to exactly how it was before all this.”

      Havannah hops from her seat, clearing her throat. “I’m gonna run to the restroom. Be right back.”

      My dad sighs in his seat, his eyes lifting to Rowan.

      I glance at Rowan, who smiles down at me and looks to my dad. “Things are different, sir. We can’t just go back.”

      My dad stares him down and then reaches inside his pocket. He hesitates a moment before holding out a gold pin for Rowan to take, but Rowan simply stares at it.

      “Take it, son. You’ve earned it. What you did last night took more than strength and courage. People sometimes think rescuing your family is second nature, but we know that’s not true. When it’s your family or people you care about”—my dad reaches out to grip my hand—“we tend to lose focus, and training goes out the window, panic taking over. And you not only saved my daughter and your brother, but you also saved a woman you didn’t know. You put aside any personal feelings you might have had and risked your own safety to save a stranger.” My dad lifts Rowan’s hand and flips it over, dropping the pin inside. “I’m proud of you, son. I’d be honored to have you as a Blaze.”

      Rowan swallows hard, a small laugh escaping him, followed by a deep sigh, and I grin.

      My best friend has grown.

      “Thank you, sir.” He stares at the pin before meeting my dad’s eyes and holding it out. “But I’d like to finish the program. I’ll earn it the way everyone else has.”

      “You’ve more than earned—”

      “Take the pin back, Dad. Let him do this.”

      My dad’s glare shifts to mine, and then he laughs, taking the pin from Rowan’s hand.

      “Wait ‘til I tell Alec about this one.” He laughs, and my muscles lock.

      My dad’s eyes come back to mine, and they slope at the edges.

      He feels guilt from the things Alec has done.

      “Honey,” he starts.

      I hold a hand out. “I know you want to say a bunch of things right now, and I love you for trying to help, but the only person I want to have this conversation with is him.”

      He frowns and tries to accept my answer, but his frown speaks volumes, and Rowan and I laugh. “Yeah, all right.”

      “All set.” The nurse walks in with my discharge papers and a wheelchair, and Rowan barks out a laugh.

      “I’m not riding in that.”

      “Sure you are.” She gives a shrewd grin. “If you wanna get outta here.”

      My shoulders slump. “Guess I am then.”

      We all stand and make our way to the door right as Havannah comes around the corner. “Outta here?”

      “Hell yes,” I whine, moving to plant my ass in the wheelchair. “I can’t wait to crawl into a bed.”

      I smile up at Rowan, and he winks.

      “Got it all ready for ya.”

      “You sure you don’t need me to come play nurse for you?” Havannah jokes, but her eyes are sad. “I can share a bed with Rowan,” she teases.

      He chokes, I laugh, and my dad frowns.

      “I’m fine, Han, and you need to get back to school. And thanks for the stuff.”

      The corner of Havannah’s lips lifts, and she bends to hug me. “Course, we’re about the same size, so everything should fit. There’s some basic hygiene stuff in there, too.”

      “Perfect.”

      “So you’ll call me after you get some rest?”

      “You’ll answer?” I pop a brow, and her cheeks grow red. I glance to my dad, seeing he’s invested in whatever Rowan is saying, so I lean closer to Havannah and whisper, “He doesn’t know you video-chatted me, does he?”

      Tears fill her eyes, and she smashes her lips together. “I’m so sorry. I had to reach you somehow, especially that day. I should have …” She looks down, and tears fall.

      “Han.”

      She glances up, disgrace lining her eyes.

      “We’ll talk later, ’kay?”

      She gives a small smile and nods.

      “You know, Mr. Rivera—” Rowan starts.

      “Trick.”

      Rowan’s lip twitches and I laugh lightly. He’s waited a long time for my dad to allow that.

      “Trick, you’re welcome to come, too. I’ve bought a new couch since Alec lit my other one on fire, and it’s soft as shit.”

      When my dad’s brow lifts and his eyes land on me, I shrug, and Rowan playfully rolls his eyes.

      My dad chuckles.

      “A man who won’t let anything get in his way is a good man,” he teases.

      Havannah mumbles under her breath.

      His forehead creases, but he looks back to Rowan. “Thanks, son, but Hillock’s got a little studio out back for me to use until we find a place.”

      “Okay, I’m leaving.” Havannah leans forward to give me a hug and whispers loudly, “I’d better hurry and try to catch me that officer in the parking lot. Even fake officers have handcuffs, right?”

      I laugh, and she winks, taking off for the visitor’s elevator.

      “I hate to be away from you already.” I reach for my dad’s hand, and his eyes fly to mine, the glower on his face smoothing out.

      “Hey”—he bends down in front of me—“you’ll never know how sorry I am for having to do that to you. But I’m here and very much okay. Not going anywhere.”

      I nod, and Rowan’s hand comes down on my shoulder.

      “Wanna come to Hillock’s with me? Plenty of room.”

      I shake my head. “Love him, but I’ll be more comfortable at Rowan’s house.”

      “Right.” He frowns a bit. “Sure you wanna leave the hospital with Alec still—”

      “I need a shower and some sleep. Better coffee.”

      Both my dad and Rowan laugh.

      “Okay. If you’re sure you’re okay with my leaving, I’m gonna go.”

      “The sooner you go, the sooner you can get us in a new home.”

      My dad smiles softly. “Call me when you get there?”

      “I will.”

      “Okay, I’ll be by first thing in the morning, and we can chat some more, just the two of us, while Rowan’s in class.” He cuts his stare to Rowan’s. “’Cause rescuing my daughter from a fire isn’t on the list of reasons for excused absences.”

      Rowan laughs, and my dad winks.

      “All right, I’m going.” He bends to kiss me on the cheek and then rushes past the elevator, choosing the stairwell instead.

      The nurse escorts us all the way down and out the door. She even waits right beside me while Rowan pulls his truck around, and then we’re headed for his house.

      Just when my eyes drift shut, Rowan starts whispering, “I wanted to love you like you deserved.”

      I shift to look at him, but his eyes stay on the road.

      “I tried. And, just when I thought I might have been falling, everything got a little blurry.”

      I don’t say anything. He’s working through his own thoughts right now and needs me to hear what he has to say.

      “When Alec was around, it was weird, almost as if I could feel the pull between the two of you, and it freaked me out. In my mind, you were my friend, my Oakley and I didn’t want to share you.” His eyes meet mine a moment. “I had thought eventually we’d be together, figured it was just taking a little more time than expected. Then Alec would come around and I’d panic, try to force something I couldn’t make myself feel, no matter how bad I wanted to.” He gives a sad smile. “You thought you were in this alone, waiting on me, Oak, but I was waiting on me, too. I wanted to want you.

      “I’ve always cared about you, more than anyone else, and I still do. That won’t change. But I think Alec was right.”

      My brows pull in, and he briefly glances my way.

      “He told me I loved you but said that I wasn’t in love with you. He said it was because you weren’t meant for me, and deep down, I’d always known. I didn’t believe it until I pulled you from that fire. My mind was racing, and I was fucking afraid I’d lose you, afraid I’d lose my brother. But, the minute I got you on the ground and ran back in, the first thought to cross my mind was … I have to save him … for her.”

      Tears prickle in my eyes, and I unbuckle my seat belt, sliding to sit beside him. His right arm comes off the wheel, moving to wrap around my shoulders, and he drops a soft kiss to my hair. His arm tightens, and he holds me close as he drives.

      A few minutes pass before he whispers again, “I’m afraid.”

      “I know you are.”

      “I don’t understand it. And”—he swallows—“if I’m honest, I’m not so sure I’m okay with it.”

      “Do you … like Gio?”

      “He’s cool.”

      I laugh lightly and nudge him with my elbow.

      He’s quiet for a minute before he sighs. “I think about him sometimes.”

      “Like when you’re in the shower?”

      “Oakley!”

      I start laughing harder, and he joins in, taking his last turn down his street.

      When we pull against the curb, I shift toward him. “Are you embarrassed?”

      He looks out the front windshield. “Maybe. I’m not really sure. When I stop to think about it, I don’t feel … gay. I like women. I love their bodies and voices and”—he grins, swinging his eyes to mine—“parts.”

      My nose scrunches. “Ugh, pig!” I laugh, and he wraps his arms around me in a loose hug. “You know”—I tilt my head, a teasing smirk in place—“a man’s parts are quite—”

      “Okay!” he cuts me off.

      I know his wheels start spinning, and my head falls back on a laugh.

      This feels good. I’ve missed my friend.

      “Ever think that maybe it’s not men, Row, but one man?”

      He squints, looking away. “Time or two, yeah.”

      “In the shower?” I pop a brow.

      He smiles, shaking his head. “Get out of the car, jokester.”

      He pushes me, so I slide over, pushing open the passenger door, and the second my eyes lift to the house, I spot him leaning against the door. A deep frown is written across Gio’s face, his clothes wrinkled and hair a mess, like he’s been out here all day. Maybe even all night.

      “Rowan.”

      I reach back and hit his arm, and he glances my way. Then, he cuts his eyes over my shoulder and freezes.

      “I think he’s been here all night.”

      Rowan doesn’t say anything. Doesn’t even move.

      “You call him after the fire?”

      “No.”

      “You talk to him after everything that happened with Alec at Blackline?”

      “No.”

      “Hmm …” My shoulders drop. “That explains the scowl.”

      “Fuck.”

      I sigh this time. “Yeah. Come on.”

      I slide out of the car, and Rowan quickly rounds the hood to help me when I first put my weight down on my leg.

      The bullet Marissa shot hardly grazed me, but it did hit muscle, so my calf is swollen and sore as shit.

      As we grow closer, I watch Gio’s gaze search over Rowan, seeking out cuts, burns, and bruises, I’m guessing.

      He was worried.

      “Rumor at Blackline is, you went into high flames without a suit to save her.” He nods at me.

      “My brother, too.”

      “Yeah, heard that, too.” He eyes Rowan, and Rowan looks away. “Guessing you’re good?”

      “I’m good.”

      Gio nods, his forehead tightening as he shifts his stare to me and my bag in Rowan’s hand. “All right then. See ya when I see ya, I guess.”

      Rowan nods, unable to meet his eyes, and Gio walks away. Rowan moves the last few feet to the door and fumbles with the key as he tries to open it. I cover his shaky hand with mine, and he drops his forehead against it.

      “What you saw at Blackline? That was the first time that happened. And I haven’t spoken to him since.” He rolls his forehead across the door and connects his eyes with mine. “I can’t even look at him after how I acted.”

      I rub his shoulder, and his eyes drop at the edges.

      “You can, Rowan. And you need to.” I glance at Gio, who is sitting in his truck, his eyes on us. “You don’t have to lay it all out there right here and now.” I look back to Rowan. “But talk to him. Tell him about our wild night.” I chuckle, and he gives a sad smile. “Really though, I bet he’d be happy to hear anything you have to say right now. It’ll help settle his nerves, confirm you really are okay when he’s probably been assuming the worst.”

      His eyes shift between mine. “Think so?”

      “Well, he is just sitting there, in his car, waiting to see what move you make.”

      Rowan’s gaze snaps that way, and I laugh, lightly shoving him forward. He walks down the grass with his eyes on his feet.

      Once he realizes he’s headed for him, Gio leans over and pushes open the passenger door.

      Rowan steps up, folding his arms against the roof as he pokes his head in.

      With a small smile, I turn the key the rest of the way and step inside, dropping my bag on the floor in the entranceway.

      I hobble into the kitchen and grab a water from the fridge. Then, I pull the Wingstop menu from his menu drawer and move to settle on the new couch.

      A few minutes later, the door opens.

      “So …” I call.

      Then, Rowan steps up to the back of the couch, followed by Gio a second later.

      Gio looks a little anxious, and Rowan looks a little unsure.

      “I was thinking …” I start, and they both grow rigid. “Chicken wings and Stranger Things?” I scrunch my nose, and the boys laugh, easing the tension for all of us.

      “Mind if I use your bathroom a minute?” Gio asks.

      Rowan points him in the right direction.

      The second he’s out of sight, Rowan moves around the sofa and drops beside me.

      With a soft smile, he moves the hair from my face, leaning down to kiss my cheek. “I don’t know what I did to deserve your friendship, Oakley, but thank you for giving it to me anyway.”

      I grip his wrist and smile up at him.

      My best friend.

      A little lost and unsure … but he’ll find his way.

      I hope we all will.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Alec

      

      “This is bullshit,” I grumble.

      Trick laughs. He clamps a hand on my shoulder, and I shrug him off.

      “My daughter is demanding a meeting, one you’re sure as shit gonna be a part of if I have to be.”

      “You saying she didn’t ask me to be here?” I give him a side-eye, and he laughs.

      “Ask?” He tilts his head. “No. Demanded is more like it. She knew you’d be discharged today, so I was forced to pick you up and keep you away until now.”

      “Yeah, motherfucker. I sat in that hospital bed for two weeks, waiting for today so that I could see her, and you show up, promising to take me to her … only to drive two hours in the other fucking direction, just to turn around and come back.”

      “Hospital wouldn’t keep you longer, like I asked.” He laughs, and I glare his way. “It was either keep you in a moving car or figure out how to keep you from heading to that academy.”

      I wince when we hit a speed bump before we pull into the parking lot. “Yeah, car rides with a busted-ass rib isn’t fun.”

      He laughs, whipping the truck around to park.

      I glance around, finding only Rowan’s truck.

      I swing my glare to Trick. “I wasn’t allowed to be here, but he was?”

      “He’s here every day, Alec, and don’t start your shit.” His eyes narrow. “You might have been doing a job for me, one I’ll forever be grateful for, but remember, you took it willingly. Eagerly in fact, and you have to figure out how to come back from that. You know my daughter. A pass is what you won’t get without a solid explanation, and even then, that might not be enough for her.” His face hardens even more. “And you will accept whatever decision she makes.”

      The fuck I will.

      I know she deserves answers, and I’ll give them to her, but if she chooses to walk away, it’ll be with my shadow at her feet.

      He knows damn well I can’t look back, and while he won’t admit it, he’s happy about it. He knows I’d give her everything she ever wanted, die for her in a heartbeat.

      And that’s what he wants for her.

      “Look, Alec, I should probably tell you now.” He eyes me, and the worry in his stare puts me on edge. “She’s been staying with him since she left the hospital.”

      “Staying with him.”

      He nods slowly, his gaze flicking between mine. “Said it was where she felt most comfortable, which I can’t say I didn’t understand.”

      I try to frown, but son of a bitch if the anger doesn’t instantly morph into a pain I’ve never known. A deep ache only buries deeper with each breath. Pain driven by fear, the type you can’t just bear and brave. The kind that sears your soul.

      She chose to be where he was.

      That shit burns.

      And what happens if she’s decided we are too far lost? Shit, we didn’t even really start. They’ve had a decade of growing together.

      Fuck.

      “She hasn’t taken a single one of my calls.” I lick my lips, looking over at Trick. “Not one, Trick. Won’t call me back, text, nothing. I know I should have waited and given her space, but I couldn’t help it. I understand why she didn’t come, but I needed to hear her voice if I couldn’t see her face. Just for a minute.”

      “I get it, I do. But that was her choice, as was staying at Rowan’s house, and I hate to say it, but you don’t have the right to be upset about it.”

      I nod, dropping my chin to my chest. “That’s the hardest part of hearing it.”

      He sighs and lightly shoves on my shoulder. “Come on.”

      I throw open the door right as Hillock whips into the parking lot, laughing his ass off when he sees me, pale and in need of a shave.

      “Fuck off.”

      “Just did, son. Bet you can’t say the same.”

      “Let’s cut this shit right here.” Trick steps between us with his eyes squinted, and Hillock laughs.

      “My bad, I forgot, him and your baby girl—”

      “Shut the fuck up or get punched.” He turns for the doors, and we follow behind him.

      And fuck if I’m not nervous.

      All I’ve wanted for the last two weeks is for her to look at me, so I can see what shines back my way in her eyes, and now that I’m about to, I’m sweating like a little bitch.

      We get to the door, and Rowan pops out with a huge smile, engulfing me in a hug I didn’t know I needed from him.

      I wrap him up without hesitation, and he pats me on the back.

      “I love you, brother,” he tells me quietly.

      I smash my lips together to keep myself in check. I pull back to look him in the eyes.

      He saved Oakley’s life, saved my life. And, if the last bomb dropped by Marissa is true, he unknowingly saved my child. His niece or nephew.

      “You’re a brave son of a bitch, Rowan. I owe you more than I have to give.”

      He shakes his head, blinking back his own emotions as he steps away. “You don’t owe me shit. I’d have died trying if that was what it took.”

      I nod, looking away, fighting to keep my eyes from watering.

      I don’t deserve his loyalty.

      “Yeah, you do, brother.”

      My eyes cut to his, and I reach out, pulling him in again. “I love you, man.”

      “All right, all right. Let’s go, ladies,” Hillock teases, and we pull back with a laugh.

      Trick holds the door to the office open, and Hillock walks in, followed by Rowan, who glances back at me with a wink before disappearing.

      I shake out my hands, and a deep crease takes over my forehead.

      Trick stares at me, and for the first time since everything went down, I see the concern in his eyes.

      My brows dip, my eyes shifting between his, as apprehension overtakes me.

      Does he know something I don’t? Was there ever a baby? If yes, is there still?

      My ribs ache as my arm shoots out to grip the door to hold myself up.

      “Go on, son,” he whispers. “You been waiting to see her … and she needs to see you.”

      With a deep inhale, I straighten and move to stand in the doorway, and there she is, sitting behind her dad’s desk, her long blonde hair draped down her back, little to no makeup on, in her everyday Blaze T-shirt.

      So simply her.

      So beautiful.

      Rowan dips to kiss her cheek, whispering something that makes her grin lightly before he moves to sit in one of the three chairs framing the desk.

      When I take a step in, she inhales deeply, her pen pausing over the forms she’s trying real hard to keep her eyes on.

      She knows I’m standing here, probably sees me in her peripheral, not that she wouldn’t know even if she couldn’t. She’d know I was here if she was turned the other way.

      Goose bumps rise on her arms, the closer I get, and with each step I take, it’s something new—her hand tightening on the paper, eyes squeezing closed, a shuddered breath …

      She feels me with every part of her, but what worries me is how bad she’s trying not to.

      I stop right in front of the desk, ignoring the guys when they tell me to sit.

      I just need to see her eyes.

      Come on, baby. Look at me. Please, look at me.

      She swallows, pulling at the strength inside her, and finally, my baby looks up. And fuck me if I don’t have to lean my weight against the desk to keep from dropping.

      I thought I needed to be strong for her, protect her from everything around, but I realize now how wrong I was.

      The anger at the edge of her eyes tells me she thinks the same thing, but the tenderness she’s fighting to hide voices what she refuses to say—and with good reason.

      This is as hard for her as it is for me—the two of us in the same room with so many uncertainties flying between us. With a future unset and hanging in the balance. Maybe even a baby.

      Hopefully a baby.

      “Hi, princess …” I breathe so low, I can hardly hear myself.

      But she hears it, and her chin starts to wobble. Her eyes gloss over, but she forces two hard blinks and clears her scratchy throat.

      “Sit down, Alec,” she whispers, her eyes tightening with my chest when she says my name.

      I nod, forcing my feet back, apparently too slow because Rowan reaches forward and pulls me into the chair. And damn if some of the tension doesn’t leave me when the corner of her lips twitches just the slightest.

      “Let’s hear it, sweetheart.” Hillock folds his hands in his lap like a child, and she shakes her head.

      “Everything that has happened over the last few months has made me realize just how out of the loop I’ve been.”

      “Honey—”

      “Dad, please.” She levels him with a stern look, and surprisingly, it shuts him up.

      “I’ll admit, some of this is my fault. I knew Blaze was more than a specialized team of firefighters, and I chose not to learn more about it, a decision that technically shouldn’t have been mine to make once I accepted that pin. But, at some point, everyone decided they knew what was best for me and purposely kept me in the dark, and they were wrong to do so.” She looks from her dad to me. “You were all wrong. Not telling me our lives and business were at stake was selfish and the easy way out. Would it have been hard to hear? Probably at first, but I’m here for a reason. I was chosen as Blaze for a reason, and I am educated enough to understand the importance of the things we’re doing here.”

      Her dad hangs his head in shame.

      Rowan starts to stand. “Oakley … maybe I shouldn’t—”

      Oakley cuts him off, “Sit down, Rowan. You’re as involved now as me. Just because you didn’t take the pin my dad tried to give you doesn’t mean it’s not on its way. I want you here. You belong here.”

      My eyes widen, and I glance his way.

      He made Blaze?

      Way to go, brother.

      “I spent the last two weeks reading over every file from the last five or six years, and eventually, I hope to go over the ones from before that. I need you guys to understand that I am just as capable as you are. And I won’t tolerate being lied to again. If you lie, you’re turning your back on Blaze, and that’s against conduct.”

      She takes a deep breath and drops her guard a little.

      “This place is a part of me, and I want to be able to walk in here every day, proud of who and what we are, be it the academy or Blaze. And that won’t happen if I feel like you’re hiding things from me. If something happens, we need to discuss it as a unit.” Her eyes travel over all of us. “Can you each promise me this?”

      Everyone nods their head, and Oakley sits back, a weight visibly lifted from her shoulders.

      I’m so damn proud right now. This is who she is, who she’s meant to be, strong and determined, demanding what she wants.

      Damn brave.

      Rowan and Hillock stand, each kissing her on her head before walking out, and her dad and I stand next. He leans across the desk to kiss her just the same and then heads for the door where he pauses.

      “We only wanted to protect you as best we could,” Trick speaks low, his regret easily received. “You’re my baby.”

      Tears line her eyes, and she nods. “I know, but from now on, I need to know everything there is to know”—her eyes slide to mine—“to protect mine.”

      And my knees hit the floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      I can’t believe I just said that.

      I can’t believe he dropped to the floor.

      My dad closes the door behind him, and I just sit there, frozen, Alec’s heavy breathing the only thing heard in the room. His fists are on the carpet like his knees, and he makes no move to get up.

      Suddenly, I’m even more nervous.

      I slowly stand and walk around to the front of the desk. Unable to control my shaking, I run my hands down the front of my jeans before I’m brave enough to touch him. With trembling fingers, I reach up to slide my hand through his unkempt, dark fade, the muscles of my chest tightening as I do. Feeling him is just as overwhelmingly soothing as I thought it would be.

      Ever so slowly, his head lifts.

      Watery jasper-green eyes, a shade I’ve yet to see from him, burn into mine. They’re clouded with too many emotions to name, shame being the easiest detected.

      His stubble, so coarse and outgrown for him, sends a shiver down my arm as I slide my palms against it until I’m cupping his face in my hands.

      “She told you … didn’t she?” I whisper.

      His shoulders slump before me. His face crumbles as he nods his head, his heavy exhales breaking across my wrists. His fingers tremble as he brings his hands up to wrap them around mine, his eyes closing as his lips glide across my palm, making me inhale sharply.

      “I thought she was lying.” His stare meets mine again and his arms fall to his sides. “But I was hoping she wasn’t.”

      My face pinches, and I swallow, voicing a fear for the first time. “Does it make me sick if I admit I wanted the test to be wrong?”

      “No, baby.” He shakes his head, his forehead wrinkling, showing how my admission pains him just as it does me. “As much as it tears me apart to hear, I understand why you’d want that. I lied to you, hurt you in ways I wish I could take back but … can’t.” He slides his knees across the floor, moving closer, but he doesn’t reach for me.

      I want him to reach for me.

      “I can’t imagine what it must have felt like for you to go through that on your own. To not only have nobody to share the news with but … to also have to think about …” He swallows, his eyes dropping to my abdomen. “About me off with someone else while our child grew inside you.”

      I swallow my cry, and his eyes lift to mine, now rimmed red and swimming in tears.

      “You were all alone for one of the most important moments of your life, and it’s all my fault. I can’t give that back to you. And for her to tell me before you could …” he whispers, and when he blinks, tears hit his cheeks. “I’m so sorry she stole your beautiful news.” He gets choked up, and my nose starts to tingle as I fight tears. “Another thing I can’t take back …”

      It’s true, what he’s saying. I was alone, had no one to call and share this with, no one there to hold my hand while I waited and prayed that only one line would show. It should have been a happy moment where I cried happy tears, but instead, I cried in regret.

      That’s a shame I’ll forever carry.

      But I don’t wanna regret even more by pushing him away without even trying to take a step past this.

      I swallow, afraid of the truth but ready to learn one small piece of it now.

      “She told me something, too,” I utter, and his brows snap to the center. “But I’m afraid to know if it was a lie or not.”

      “What do you want it to be?” he asks, the corners of his eyes crinkling.

      My eyes well with tears. “I want it to be true.”

      He mulls it over a moment before his face clears.

      He rises to his knee, pushing off his foot to bring him to his full height, and I inhale, my head tilting back to keep our eyes locked.

      “Ask me.”

      When my lips smash together, a small sob escaping me, he shifts closer until his chest hits mine and my breath hitches. His hands come up then, the roughness of his skin scraping across mine, and my lids close, my eyes rolling back behind them.

      God, I needed his touch.

      “Oakley,” he whispers, his thumb grazing across my cheek, bringing goose bumps to my arms. “I can’t tell you I didn’t do things you’d hate because I did.”

      My eyes peel open as pain wedges its way into my ribs, making it hard to breathe as I wait for more.

      “But, baby … after you gave me you?” He brings his forehead to mine. “I refused to give her me.”

      My hands lift, my forearms resting against his chest as I fist the cotton material in my palms, holding on with everything I have when I should probably want to push him back.

      “I belong to you, baby. Only you. Every single part of me is yours if you’ll take it, and I’m standing here, begging you to.” He moves so his body is now flush against mine. “Forgive me when I don’t deserve it, love me even though I haven’t earned it, trust me when you have no reason to.” He tilts my head back farther, his palm cradling the back of my neck while the other slides across my cheek. He whispers, “Keep me, princess.”

      “There’s still so much I don’t know.”

      “We’re gonna fix that; I swear it. I’ll tell you everything.” He winces, his eyes drawing together. “But, princess …” he breathes, and my body shakes with silent cries. “Tell me you’re still mine.”

      “Who said I ever was?” I whisper through tears.

      He licks his lips. “Me. I do.”

      My grip on his shirt tightens, and I pull him even closer, his lips almost brushing mine.

      His eyes darken as he waits for my answer.

      Despite everything, am I his?

      Completely.

      “Alec …” I whisper, and he inhales, his chest pushing against mine.

      He can see it in my eyes, knows what I’ll say next, so his left hand slides across my back, pushing me into him, while his other digs into my hair.

      But I don’t ask.

      He told me before to be brave, to take what I wanted.

      Well, I want him. And I can’t think of a better way to be brave than to fall with no net.

      My chest heaves and my mind races with the unknown of today or tomorrow, but I shut it off.

      I meet his mouth with mine. And he’s ready for me, his lips gliding over mine with such tender, thankful swipes. Tears build behind my eyes. Alec kisses me with his soul, stealing every ounce of mine.

      His hand slides to my hip, his thumb sneaking beneath my shirt to rub my stomach, and I break away, dropping my forehead into his chest as I cry. He wraps his strong arms around me, holding me as close as possible. It only makes me cry harder.

      He rubs my back and slides his hand across my hair as he kisses it every few seconds, and eventually, I calm enough to look him in the eye. His are tight around the edges, his fingers twitching against me, itching to move to my belly, to feel for a piece of him he hasn’t yet been able to love like I have.

      He wants to hear it, but he knows how this goes.

      I slide my hands up his chest, and his lips smash together as he waits for my next words.

      “Be brave, Alec.”

      He swallows, and an almost unnoticeable nod follows before he lowers himself to his knees again.

      “I don’t deserve it,” he rasps. “But I really need to hear you say it.”

      I know what he wants, but I need to give him something else first, so I cup his face, and he leans into me.

      “Alec …” I smile softly. “I love you.”

      His face goes blank, every crease smoothing out as his green eyes grow wide.

      He starts to shake his head, but I nod mine, holding his still in my hands.

      “Yeah, I do. Despite everything that’s happened, I love you. We have a long road ahead, but we can do this as a team.” Tears fall from my eyes then. “As a family.”

      Alec’s eyes cut to my stomach and back.

      I move to hold his hands and then place them under my shirt on my still-flat stomach, and his breath gets lodged in his throat. I wait for his eyes to meet mine again.

      “I’m pregnant, Alec. We’re having a baby.”

      His breath is pulled from him, and he laughs through his sentiment, his hands sliding up my sides to lift my shirt so that he can drop his lips to my belly. He stays there, breathing against me for a few minutes, before he kisses it again, and then he stands, his eyes now bright with determination and purpose.

      He grips my hips and lifts me, so I’m sitting on the desk, and all I can do is keep my eyes locked on his.

      “My baby is inside of you.”

      “Yeah …” I breathe. “It is.”

      “You love me.”

      I nod, and so does he.

      “That’s good, princess, because I’ve loved you for longer than you could imagine. I’ll never stop. I won’t stop trying to be better and be all you deserve. I won’t stop fighting for you with everything I have. I won’t stop until there’s no doubt in your mind that you’re all I’ve ever wanted.” His lips move to mine, his eyes still trained on me. “I’m keeping you now, baby.”

      My breaths come faster, hitting his as he exhales against me. “Promise?”

      He licks his lips. “Forever.”

      “Alec?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Kiss me.”

      He grins and does as I commanded.

      He shows me with his lips that every word he just spoke is true, and I believe him.

      We’re Blaze.

      Together, we can handle anything.
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      ALEC

      

      The ceremony is small and personal with only a few select family members. It’s pretty short and sweet, but damn if a whole new sense of pride doesn’t hit from this side of the line.

      I had a hand in this.

      “Rowan Daniels,” Oakley speaks into the microphone, getting all choked up as she calls my brother, her best friend, up to the stage to get his hard-earned title.

      Rowan made Blaze … just like I knew he would.

      Sure, I gave him a hard time, but he needed the push.

      He was wrong in a way when he said I only came back for Oakley.

      When I came back, it was to be here and protect her, but I never knew when I’d get the call to come home.

      I had planned, or more hoped, to get my ass back here while he was in the program. I knew he’d take my presence as a threat, and I intended to use it to my advantage. My simply being here drove him to work harder. Would he have made it if I hadn’t been here at all? Yes. But not as the runner-up for the top of the class in all categories.

      Oakley steps out from behind the little podium, and Rowan stops in front of her.

      He stares down at her as she stares up at him and—

      A firm hand hits my shoulder, making my eyes slice left.

      Trick frowns at me, and I frown right back.

      “Keep your feet where they are, Daniels,” he speaks low and through his teeth, so nobody else can hear. “You give them this thirty-five seconds, and then you can alpha out all you want.”

      My brows snap together, and I open my mouth to tell him to fuck off, but then Rowan is in front of me.

      I cut my glance to Oakley, and she grins.

      Clearing my throat, I reach a hand out, and Rowan slowly slides his in mine, his scowl hitting mine before he grins and yanks me into a quick half-hug.

      He chuckles, shakes his arms out, and smooths out his Blackline before standing tall, his eyes clear and full of nothing but respect and gratitude as he shifts to stand in front of Trick.

      He tips his chin. “Sir.”

      “Son.” Trick eyes him a moment before he continues, “I offered you this spot, and you turned me down.”

      Rowan stands taller, nodding in agreement.

      “You plan to turn me down this time?”

      Rowan grins. “No, sir.”

      “Good. ’Cause you earned it before, but you’ve demanded it now.” Trick steps forward and places the gold Blaze pin on Rowan’s jacket, clamping a hand on his shoulder. “Welcome.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Now, shut up and get back in line before that baby wakes up.”

      I grin and look to my baby girl. She is sleeping soundly in my mother’s arms, who is smiling, staring up at her sons. Evie might be only a couple of months old, but she knows her uncle’s voice, and every damn time he speaks near her, she hears him and demands his arms—unless it’s me holding her. Then, she’s just fine where she is. But he’s good with her.

      My eyes are pulled back to Rowan when he chuckles lightly and moves back to the line, but my brows pull in when he stops in front of Gio, who grins and reaches out to straighten Rowan’s pin. Then, he moves over from him to squeeze beside him instead of going back to where he stepped from.

      My stare finds Oakley’s, and she winks before calling on the next recruit.

      All in all, the graduation lasts only about forty-five minutes. Then, everyone is dismissed, and families get together for pictures, but I slip from the group and steal my daughter from my mother’s arms so she can enjoy this moment with her youngest son.

      I leave the gym and head out back and around the corner, lowering the two of us onto the grass.

      With a deep breath, I close my eyes, enjoying the perfect spring weather.

      It’s been just shy of a year since I almost lost Oakley and our daughter at the hands of my own mistake, and the reality of it hasn’t gotten any easier to live with.

      I look at my daughter, wrapped in a Blackline academy blanket her grandpa had specially made for her, little pink socks poking out the end.

      One day, she’ll grow up and hear the story of how her uncle saved her little life. A story of how strong her mama was and how hard she fought. And what will she think of me when she does?

      All I ever wanted was to love Oakley, and in my selfish need to have her right then, before we were ready for each other, I almost lost them both.

      And I can’t find a way to forgive myself for that, but maybe I’m not supposed to. Maybe it’s the fear that’ll serve as a reminder of how trust and love and honesty are what build a strong family.

      Relationships are so much more than simply loving someone.

      I was selfish, and that’s a mistake I haven’t made since, one I’ll never make again.

      I’ll put them above everything. Every move I make will be with them in mind, and Oakley will be a part of every decision, no matter what. Losing her … hurting her is a risk I’ll never take again. It’s opened a healless wound.

      The pain from my choices never goes away, and the fear of retaliation from the Murphy family and their followers never lessens, both things keeping me awake most nights.

      I know for a fact that I don’t deserve the life I’m living.

      I don’t deserve such a beautiful, strong woman who can fight her own battles but chooses to have me beside her to help should she need it.

      I don’t deserve this little girl looking up at me with big, innocent blue eyes, content just being in my arms.

      I’ll never deserve what Oakley’s given me. But I’ll take it and thank her for it every day.

      I think the reminder of what I’ve done is a punishment of sorts, something I’m supposed to live with for the gifts I’ve been given. And it’s one I’ll gladly bear.

      For my girls.

      I run my fingertips across Evie’s temple, and she flings her little arms out, gripping on to my Blackline.

      She smiles and starts kicking her tiny feet.

      “Did you have a good nap, princess?”

      I tickle her belly, and she squirms, her hands patting against her blanket.

      “Gone for ten minutes, and already, she’s stolen my title?”

      I whip around with a grin, finding Oakley headed for us, a slice of cake in her hands.

      My eyes follow her as she comes near, and my chest tightens.

      She sees it and knows my struggles.

      She smiles softly and drops beside us.

      Neither of us says anything, but both of us stare at our daughter, watching as she pulls her blanket into her mouth and rubs it against her face.

      Oakley takes a bite of cake and then offers me one. So, I open my mouth, and she laughs, sliding the fork in.

      “Good?” She raises a brow, and I grin, nodding.

      I slip off my jacket and lay it out on the grass. Then, I gently lay Evie down on it.

      Oakley squeals when my tight grip finds her hips. I lift my woman, placing her between my legs so I can wrap my arms around her.

      She sighs and leans into me, and I imagine her eyes are closed, just as mine are.

      After a few minutes, she says, “I like chocolate cake better than this vanilla crap,” making me chuckle.

      “I know you do.” I kiss her temple and playfully nip at her ear, making her laugh.

      “Then, you know I want chocolate cake at our party.”

      I bury my nose in her hair, letting her scent infuse every inch of me. “What party is that, baby?”

      She hesitates a moment. “You know … our reception party. After our wedding.”

      Every muscle in my body locks.

      Never have we talked about this. Not fucking once has either of us dared to mention marriage after everything. I’ve thought it a thousand times. I would damn near kill to claim her in the last way possible by uniting us completely. All three of us. But I never thought she’d want my name after I gave it to someone else who hadn’t earned it.

      Our wedding.

      Me and her.

      She said it.

      To marry Oakley would … I have no words.

      “Baby …” I think makes it past my lips, my arms dropping like dead weight to the grass.

      She spins slowly, sitting on her knees in front of me. My beautiful girl smiles softly, a hint of bashfulness brightening up her cheeks, something I haven’t seen from her before but damn sure want to see again.

      “We had a rough start, did everything wrong in the beginning. I used to wish it away but not anymore.” She shifts, her chin lifting higher, her confidence now shining bright in her blue eyes. “We’re stronger now, unbreakable if you ask me.”

      Harsh breaths are forced past my ribs as my eyes shift between hers.

      “From the beginning, you told me to be bold, to be brave, and to take what I wanted.”

      “What are you saying to me, princess?” I whisper.

      Her hands find my shoulders and slowly glide up my neck, her fingers sliding in my hair.

      “I want what’s mine, Alec,” she fucking purrs against my lips, her eyes hitting mine hard and with more resolve than I can handle.

      She’s never been surer. I feel it in the way she’s staring.

      Every inch of me belongs to her, and she damn well knows it, but there’s still one last thing I can give her that she doesn’t already have.

      And my baby wants it.

      Her eyes drop, and mine follow, finding my fingertips digging into the soft skin of her thigh. Her hand comes down to tease across it, and a husky chuckle leaves her when mine twitches.

      “Baby …”

      She’s slow to look at me, but when she does, there’s nothing but pure devotion and need shining back.

      “You want my name?”

      Her hands move to rest on my chest, her palm spreading across my heart so that she can feel how hard it’s beating for her. She seals her lips with mine, kissing me slow and pulling away too fast.

      “I want your all, Alec.”

      I groan and lean in, but she tugs back with a grin.

      “And I don’t wanna wait either.”

      “Whatever you want, baby.”

      “That’s exactly what I told them you’d say,” she whispers. Then, she jumps off me before I can stop her, giggling as she walks backward toward the building. “Grab our daughter, Mr. Daniels. Our families are waiting.”

      My brows pull in, and I look from my baby girl to her mama. “Waiting?”

      “Bags are packed, cars are loaded, and all our rooms are booked.” She smiles big, bright, and damn blinding. “We’re heading to Vegas. And you’re marrying me tonight.”

      And then she’s gone, and I’m stuck like stone, staring at nothing.

      Tonight. My girl will be my wife … tonight. I’ve never felt the power behind the title, but thinking of Oakley holding the crown is enough to undo me.

      My fucking wife.

      Evie’s cry pulls me out of it, and I hop to my feet, swooping her up quickly and kissing her chubby cheek.

      “Guess what, baby girl?” I lift her in the air, and she smiles down at me, her little hands in her mouth. “You’ll be the only princess now.” I pull her in, shaking my head as I grab my jacket off the ground and rush for the building. “Daddy’s finally crowning his queen.”
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      Holy shit!! What a ride!

      This book was extremely scary for me to put into your hands. I know it’s different. I know it pushes you. I know it forces you to take a deep breath and trust that in the end it’ll all work out and I hope you felt it. THANK YOU for trusting me! I hope you loved Alec and Oakley’s story as much as I did!

      

      Want more from this gang?

      You’re in luck! They play a part in my newest series!

      You don’t see them until book two, but here is a sneak at book one! If you LOVE a strong female THIS is for you!

      Keep turning the page for more books and ways to connect with me directly!

      Boys of Brayshaw High

      "Girls like you aren't exactly welcomed at a place like this, so keep your head down and look the other way."

      Those were the exact words of my social worker when she dropped me in my newest hellhole, a place for "troubled teens".

      I didn't listen, and now I'm on their radar.

      They expect me to play along in their games of hierarchy, to fall in line in the social order they've deemed me fit.

      Too bad for them, I don't follow rules.

      Too bad for me, they're determined to make sure I do.

      Inconceivably attractive and treated like kings...these are the boys of Brayshaw High.

      And I'm the girl who got in their way.

      - Read Chapter one now:
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      Walk away.

      Move your feet, exit this piece of shit cafeteria, and go get high. Chill out.

      Yeah, that’s what I’ll do.

      I keep walking, and I’m almost free and clear, almost through the door and away from the trouble I surely don’t need but can’t seem to escape.

      But of course, nothing in my life is simple and just before my left foot joins my right, the final step through the open door, the bitch decides she’s not done and runs her mouth. Again.

      “Maybe if she wasn’t such a slut her whore mom wouldn’t have kicked her out for sleeping with her new man.”

      The laughter echoes, growing louder until it wraps around my throat like my mother’s hands when in a fit, choking me until I lose focus.

      I stop where I stand.

      My eyes haze, rage winning over the calm bravado I attempted to force myself into.

      “Trailer trash, bitch.”

      More laughs.

      And there it is, the push.

      Why do they always push?

      Before anyone can stop me, not that there’s anyone who would give a shit, I snatch the closest tray off the nearest table and in one swift move, one hard, full swing, smash it across the side of her face.

      The cheap red plastic breaks against her head and screams ring around me.

      Blood pours from the big mouthed bitch’s forehead and she shrieks, her horrified gaze flying to mine. I wait until our stares connect, then quickly kick her chair sideways. Panic grows in her eyes as she crashes to the floor.

      There’s no time to escape, not that I have anywhere to go.

      People scream, but no one dares to step closer to me. The lunch lady calls for help and everyone rushes to the side of the asshole on the floor because she’s ‘the victim.’ Sure, I got physical first, but she started it. What did she expect? 

      If you can’t take it, don’t dish it.

      And, yeah, the spat wasn’t a lie, my mother is a whore. The dirtiest of dirty. Straight trailer trash at its finest, I’ll admit it all day.

      But she doesn’t get to say it.

      And I sure as shit couldn’t let her get away with disrespecting me the way she did, publicly.

      Not sure how she managed it, but my mother, the failure she is, taught me one thing - to keep my pride above all else.

      Apparently, that’s all a girl like me can control.

      So disrespect me not.

      “My office! Now!” Principal Folk screeches. He doesn’t call me by name, doesn’t look my way, but why would he? Here I stand, caught red-handed - literally still holding half of the tray in my hand - as always.

      He probably knew it was me the second someone called for help, before even walking in here.

      I toss the tray to the floor and head straight to my home away from home - the cheap wooden chair with a ripped-up burgundy center that sits directly across from the principal’s desk.

      Monday was, as he warned, my “last strike,” but yesterday I got caught smoking behind the gym, and I’m still here. Today’s Thursday.

      Wonder if he’s in another forgiving mood?

      I’m guessing not when forty-five minutes later he charges in and slams himself into the seat, glaring at me through his little nerd glasses.

      His anger probably has something to do with the loud mouth girl – who very well may still be bleeding all over the stark white cafeteria floor – being his niece.

      My fucking bad.

      His eyes narrow as he judges me and my too-tight top and ripped-up jeans.

      So I smirk, taunt him a bit.

      Because there’s nothing this guy could say or do that could possibly be as fucked as every other day in my reality.

      I grab the edge of the chair and lean forward. “Give it to me, Mr. Folk.”

      His eyes widen a fraction of an inch and as if he can’t help himself, quickly cut to my top.

      Men, they have no self-control.

      Well look at that, another thing learned from my mother.

      “Clearly you don’t want to be here, Ms. Carver. Every time I issue a warning you come back twice as hard.”

      When a slow grin stretches across my face, he clears his throat and looks away.

      “This is your third high school in eighteen months and honestly, you’re lucky you lasted here so long.”

      “Am I… Mr. Folk?” I drop back against the seat. “You sure you’re not—”

      “Stop.” He glares before sighing. “This is serious. You’ve got the entire school’s attention now. I can’t make this go away.”

      I roll my eyes. “Just get on with it already. Where to next?”

      He eyes me a moment before folding his hands and leaning forward against the desk. “I made a call.”

      My eyes slice to his.

      “Your social worker—”

      “I don’t have a social worker.”

      “Apparently you do. She contacted me a few months back and—”

      “Months?”

      “Raven, listen—”

      Right then, the secretary ushers in some dark-haired lady wearing slacks and a button-down. She reaches over the desk to shake the principal’s hand.

      “Mr. Folk, I’m Maria Vega.”

      “Ms. Vega, I appreciate you coming so quickly.” He turns to me as does she.

      “Hey there.” She gives a fake hello, her roaming eyes and tight-lipped smile more curious than anything. “Do you mind if we talk for a bit?”

      I don’t bother speaking. No matter what I do or don’t say here, she’s already got me figured out as far as she’s concerned.

      “Mr. Folk and I have been in contact over the last semester. He’s briefed me on your home situation and past issues, and at this time, we think it’s best you be removed from your mother’s care.”

      A laugh bubbles out of me before I can stop it. ‘My mother’s care’ she says. Please.

      The woman stares at me for a moment before sighing. She’s quick to lose the sweet, caring woman act. “Look, I get it. You don’t care what I have to say, fine. But we are removing you from the home. I’ll take you to grab your things and then it’s a day’s trip to your new housing. It’s a bit different, you being as old as you are, but we have a safe place for you.”

      “Yeah? They make cookies and tuck you in at bedtime? Or is that job left to the man there who creeps into the little girls’ rooms at night?”

      The woman’s eyes narrow and Mr. Folk sighs. “Is there something you need to tell me, Ms. Carver?”

      “Nothing you’d care about.”

      Her eyes jump to the small, fading cut below my left eye. “Try me.”

      “Pass.” I hop to my feet, stepping close to her. “I’ll be waiting out front.”

      “You’ll wait right here if you want to avoid that girl’s parents who are standing a few feet outside this door.”

      “You’re mistaking me for someone who gives a shit.” With that, I shove past the woman and walk toward the front of the student office, toward the loving mother and father of the little bitch who ran her mouth. I look from the girl to her parents, finding all their glares on me, their body language showing exactly what they think of me.

      Dirty.

      Used.

      Worthless.

      And they’re not wrong...
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        * * *

      

      Raven meets the boys of Brayshaw High and turns their world upside down in ways no one ever saw coming.

      Read today:

      Find it on Amazon here: https://geni.us/BOBH

      OR you can find it on my website here: meaganbrandy.com/bobh
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      Join my Newsletter and never miss book news, cover reveals, or NEW RELEASES!

      Join here: meaganbrandy.com/newsletter

      

      You can stalk her on Facebook: On her page you will find the link to her private Facebook group where you can post and comment freely and without judgement as only members of the group can see the interaction.

      

      Follow her on Facebook: Meagan Brandy Author

      Join her private Facebook readers group: Meagan Brandy's Reader Group

      Follow her on Instagram: @meaganbrandyauthor

      Follow her on Goodreads: Meagan Brandy

      Email: meagan@meaganbrandy.com

      Follow her on Amazon: Meagan Brandy

      Follow her on BookBub: Meagan Brandy
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