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I had it all.

Popularity. Good grades. Cheerleading. Doting family and great friends.

 

Until the wrong boy swept into my perfect world and destroyed every part of it.

Abuse. Drugs. Humiliation.

He trampled all over my reputation and I was powerless to do anything about it.

I couldn’t break free from his controlling hold.

But the night of the accident changed everything.

 

Now I’m freed at last.

It comes at a cost, though. I hurt a Hoodlum.

I can’t fix him, but I can fix me.

Without the monster in my life, I grow stronger, fiercer, braver.

 

I’m on the right track to cleaning up the mess that is my life.

Repairing friendships.

Restoring trust with my family.

Healing from my recent, terrible past.

 

Everything was going to be okay.

Or so I thought.

 

Because I have a new problem.

Cal Hutton.

Town’s lawless, gorgeous bad boy. A Hood River Hoodlum. My new nemesis.

He wants me to pay for what I did to his best friend.

 

Cal thinks I’m weak and an unworthy adversary, someone he can toy with.

But I’ll never allow another man to have that power over me.

 

I have claws now.

I fight back.


 

 

 

To my husband—

 

Thank you for showing me I have claws

and for teaching me how to use them.
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Cal

 

I wanted to kill him.

Wesley fucking Ewing.

My blood boils when I think about him, but seeing him today completely did me in. It took everything in me not to whoop his ass. He knew it too, which is why he left the restaurant where Mom, Dad, and I were sitting, the moment our eyes locked.

What he tried to do to Roux…

If only Jordy knew. His ass would be back in prison before he could utter his next word. I hate keeping shit from the other Hoodlums, but Roux was right on this one.

Neither Jordy nor Roan can know.

Terrence knows, though.

And when he finally gets his ass here, we’re going to make a plan to destroy Wes. I have a few ideas up my sleeve, but I need my best friend’s help. I’m going to turn that smarmy motherfucker’s world upside down one piece at a time.

“Slow down, Momma. I’m gonna lick your pussy to get you nice and juicy for me.”

What in the ever loving fuck?

I do not want to hear Jordy plow Little Hoodlum into next week.

“I can fucking hear you, assholes,” I yell at them through the cabin door.

Roux giggles and the door thumps. Ignoring them, I text Terrence.

Me: Dude, get here and save me. You have no idea how weird it is to see them together.

“Hey, Cal,” a girl with big tits and long-ass hair calls out from near the bonfire that’s blazing not far from the cabin.

I lean back in my patio chair and admire the view. I’m pretty sure this chick’s blown me before. Tayla or Tara. Something with a T.

“Hey, T.” I grin back at her.

She’s pleased that I at least got some of her name right because she starts walking my way, swaying her hips. T Girl must have not been too memorable because I don’t remember anything about her except her mouth. She’s got a nice body, though. I might be okay with dragging her back to my tent later to fuck.

Before she makes it over, my phone starts ringing. I answer on the first ring.

“Ter, buddy, I’m about to abandon your ass for a piece of ass.” I chuckle, grinning at T Girl.

“Where’s Roux?” the voice demands.

“Roux? What?”

All humor drains away as Hollis’s shaky voice starts rambling about an accident. His sister. Not the younger one. Charlotte.

“Is she okay, man?” My stomach twists into a knot.

“I don’t know.”

“Are you okay?”

“Roan’s calling me back,” he rushes out and then hangs up.

T Girl is trying to climb in my lap now that I’m off the phone, but I shake my head at her.

“Not now, Teresa,” I grind out, storming over to the cabin door.

“It’s Tarrin,” she huffs out.

I knew it started with a T.

“Jordy!” I holler out and then start beating on the damn door.

The moaning stops and I can hear them thumping around, probably getting dressed. Moments later, Jordy emerges, his clothes crooked and violence shining in his glare at having been interrupted.

“What the fuck?” Jordy snarls.

“It’s Hollis’s sister, man. Fuck.”

Horror washes over his features. “What happened?”

“Hollis called me,” I croak out. “Roan and the other responders are just arriving on the scene. It’s Charlotte’s car. She got in a really bad accident. That’s all I know, man.”

Roux rushes out, grabbing onto Jordy’s hand. “What? Charlotte’s hurt?”

“I don’t know, Little Hoodlum. He said he’d call me back.”

As Jordy comforts Roux, I dial Terrence. He doesn’t pick up. I told him to come straight to Campfire Chaos, but knowing his pussy ass, he stopped off at his grandma’s first.

Minutes feel like hours as we wait for Hollis to call back.

The second my phone rings, I answer.

“Cal…” Hollis’s voice is husky and raw.

“Is she…” Dead? I can’t say the word with Roux watching me, tears in her amber eyes.

“It’s not Charlotte.”

Ice surges through my veins. “Spit it the fuck out.”

“It’s, fuck,” he curses. “It’s Terrence.”

I freeze, trying to understand his words. “What’s Terrence?”

“The other car…” He pauses as my heart pounds like a war drum in my ears. “They don’t think he’s going to live. He’s been life flighted to—”

The phone slips out of my hand, hitting the wood deck with a loud clatter.

Not Terrence.

Not my best friend since kindergarten.

He can’t fucking die.
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Charlotte

 

I wake to voices.

Soft. Familiar. Comforting.

I’m reminded of when I was a little girl, still haunted by the dregs of a nightmare. Back when my parents were happy and in love. They crawled into my bed, hugged me tight, and promised they’d keep the monsters away.

It was a lie.

The monster came anyway.

Yet, as I blink my eyes open and see them both clutching onto my hands, I can’t help but have hope again. Just like when I was six years old.

Mom’s eyes are closed and her face is puffy from crying. Dad’s forehead is lined with worry as he frowns. Neither is looking at me, just holding my hands, lost in their own world. I wish I could pretend everything was a bad nightmare. That Mommy and Daddy will keep me safe. That tomorrow I’ll wake up and we’ll go get ice cream with Hollis and Penny.

I’m not a child, though.

I’ll be a legal adult in a couple of weeks. I’m a young woman who somehow fell into the clutches of a monster and couldn’t figure out how to escape. These nightmares are my reality.

It would be easier to just close my eyes and pretend to sleep. Maybe then I wouldn’t have to face the terrible facts.

I let Ryan ruin my life.

He hurt me in more ways than I could ever explain. He shredded my heart and my dignity. He tore me down until I was reduced to nothing.

I can’t even remember where it all began. A date. One simple date. He was confident and forward and handsome. I liked his possessiveness at first. Made me feel special and cared for. But possessiveness turned into ridiculous jealousy. Jealousy turned into cruelty. Cruelty turned into hate.

“She needs help,” Mom says, her words a swift jab at my heart.

“I’m working on it.” Dad’s voice that normally never wavers, shakes enough to hear. “I didn’t realize the magnitude…”

“He’s a rotten sonofabitch.” Hearing Mom curse with such vehemence would normally be something to send her three children into a fit of giggles. I’m not laughing, though. Ryan is rotten and I understand her hate toward him.

“Yeah,” Dad agrees. “And Michael’s not much better.”

Michael Cunningham is probably worse than Ryan. Just hides it better.

“I don’t care that Michael’s a cop,” Mom bites out. “I want it known that she is not to see Ryan ever again.”

Dad lets out a heavy sigh. “After the accident, I don’t think we’ll have to worry. It looks bad on them.”

“Fuck them!” Mom hisses. “She may have been the one driving, but make no bones about it, Ryan did this to her. The drugs. The depression. The bruises.” Her voice cracks as she adds, “The baby.”

A sob chokes my throat as fresh tears leak from my eyes. I stifle a sniffle, not wanting it known that I’m awake.

“It’s probably for the best,” Dad says, his words barely a whisper. “Not that she’ll see it that way.”

My fears are confirmed.

This time, the sob escapes.

“Oh, honey,” Mom croons. “It’s okay. You’re here. You’re safe. We’ve got you.”

I flutter my eyes open to look at my mother, needing her to make everything all better. Dad squeezes my hand and kisses the back of it. Their eyes hurt too much to look at.

Ryan didn’t just ruin me.

He ruined them too.

“I’m sorry,” I croak out. “I’m s-so sorry.”

“Hush now,” Mom says. “Enough of that. We’ll worry about all that stuff later. Right now, we’re worried about you getting better.”

“What about Terrence?” I ask, bracing myself for the words.

He’s dead.

I killed him.

“He’s critical. That’s all we know,” Dad grunts out, always giving it to me straight. “You’re in a heap of trouble, sweetheart, but we’re going to help you out of it.”

I hate that I’ve disappointed my daddy.

Every girl’s worst fear.

“I’ve held them off as long as I can since you were injured, but the moment you’re discharged, honey, they’re going to arrest you.”

Dad’s words are a punch to the gut, but I know I deserve whatever punishment I have coming to me.

“Don’t worry,” Dad assures me, “the longest they can keep you is forty-eight hours since this is your first offence. I’ll have you out as soon as possible.”

“I don’t want to be like this anymore,” I whisper. “I ruin everything around me.”

“You don’t ruin anything,” Mom confirms. “You’re our sweet princess who lost her way. Daddy and I are going to get you back on the right path.”

I want to believe them.

It feels too good to be true.

“I’ve already called Samantha. She’ll deal with the legal trouble you’re in, but we’ll need to do our part to show you’re willing to get better,” Dad says, affixing me with a stern stare. “The drugs…school…”

Another tear races down my cheek.

I ruined my senior year by letting Ryan ruin me.

While my friends will graduate this month, I will not.

I’m a failure.

“I’ve found a rehabilitation facility that provides extensive therapy for those dealing with loss and abuse,” he says, pinning me with a pitying look. “It’s a good start, Charlotte, and one I think I can present to the judge when the time comes in an effort to lessen your sentence.”

I’m already nodding. I want to resume my normal life. Atone for my sins. Make amends to those I’ve hurt.

“I will go, Daddy,” I whisper, my bottom lip trembling. “I’m sorry.”

“Stop apologizing,” he murmurs. “Just promise me you’ll come back to us. That you’ll stay away from that family. We can’t lose you.”

Mom kisses my forehead that’s tender with bruises from the accident. “You’re not alone, baby. I know you probably thought so, but you weren’t. You have to talk to us so we can help you. You may turn eighteen soon, but you’ll always be our little girl.”
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Somehow, I’m okay.

Physically that is.

The anguish that shreds me from the inside out is nearly unbearable. It helps being at home now, but not tons. Because while I’m away from Ryan, I’m unable to avoid Roan.

Terrence is one of his best friends and he’s in a coma because of me.

Pain wraps around my heart like a noose. Roan came by with Hollis and Sebban, but he’d barely been able to look at me. I felt his disgust and anger. Because of his love for my brother, he kept it in check. Barely.

“You have a visitor, jailbird,” Penny says from the doorway.

Those two days in jail weren’t as scary as I thought. Aside from a few women trying to intimidate me, I survived.

“Hollis?”

“No, they’re stopping by later for dinner.” She pins me with a no-nonsense stare. “Roux.”

At the mention of her name, I shut down. Guilt threatens to swallow me whole. She was my best friend. Until Ryan grew jealous of our friendship. His fucked up threats had me cowering and avoiding her. The last thing I wanted was for him to mess with Roux.

“She wants to see me?” I choke out.

Penny rolls her eyes. “For such a smart girl, you really are a dumbass sometimes.”

With that Penny-ism, she bounces off, her blond ponytail swinging. I try to readjust myself in the bed to sit up. Everything is bruised and aching. Aside from a gash along my hairline that needed stitches and the multitude of bruises, physically, I’ll heal just fine.

It’s the emotional trauma of hurting Terrence and losing the baby that will eat me alive.

“Hey,” Roux greets softly from the doorway.

Her voice does me in.

I miss her so damn much.

Bursting into tears, I press my palms to my face and release the dam. The bed sinks down and the best friend I crushed with my cruel words wraps her arms around me, hugging me to her. I cling to her, inhaling her familiar scent.

I’m so, so sorry, Roux.

If I could stop crying, I’d say those words. I’d tell her I was an idiot to let Ryan rule my life. That I’ll be a better friend if she gives me another chance.

But I can’t say those words.

My sobs turn into hiccups and then I can’t breathe. Everything hurts inside. The pain is a knife carving excruciating reminders on the inside of every organ and bone. I want to forget it all. To disappear into a haze.

It’s in this frightening moment, I fully understand what Ryan’s done to me. I crave the release that so many of the pills he made me take offered me. The darkness. The bliss. And I hate it. I hate him. It’s a reminder of the hell he’s dragged me through.

“Shh,” Roux chokes out. “You have to stop crying or I’ll never stop crying.”

I let out a crazed, tearful giggle as I imagine us crying forever. It’s then I can breathe again. One ragged breath at a time. Roux strokes my tangled, greasy hair and whispers assurances that I truly believe because Roux never lies to me.

Things will get better.

She does love me.

Terrence won’t die.

The last one, she can’t know for sure, but I choose to believe it anyway. He’s in a coma because of the extent of his head injuries, but I hope one day he’ll come out of it so I can personally apologize.

At least there are other ways I can help Terrence, or Dad can. Samantha advised Dad that him offering to pay for Terrence’s medical bills would gain favor with the judge and she was right. When we had our hearing earlier today, the judge suspended my license for a year, made me pay almost ten grand in fees, and required substance abuse rehabilitation. He also mandated I take a victim impact treatment session, as well as perform one hundred hours of community service. The penalties could have been worse, so I feel like I got off easier than expected.

I’m not sure how long Roux and I lie here, but the room grows dark. Our crying has subsided. She holds me like she knows I’m shattered on the inside. Like she has the power to keep me together.

“I missed you,” I eventually rasp out. “So much.”

“I missed you too.”

We both grow quiet, aside from our sniffling that has started up again.

“I don’t know how you’re even here.” I swallow the ball of emotion in my throat. “After everything I’ve done to you.”

“It’s in the past,” she says. “Leave it there. All that matters is the here and now. The future.”

“I’m surprised Jordy hasn’t stormed in here looking for you. When I found out you guys got together, I was shocked.”

“He’s good to me.” There’s a smile in her voice that I envy. “He’d move heaven and earth for me.” She twists a ring on her finger. “Will you be my maid of honor?”

I take her hand, fighting tears once more. I missed so much in a year’s time. Roux went and fell for Jordy Martinez. The same guy who once tried to drown my brother. He’s so much older. I haven’t really witnessed them together, so it’s hard for me to even imagine it. Jordy is so intense and often scary. Roux is sweet and kind.

“Of course I’ll be your maid of honor. Someone has to do your makeup so you’ll be the hottest chick in Hood River.” My joke falls flat.

She chuckles anyway, trying desperately, like me, to reach that place we once were together. “Penny sure as heck can’t be trusted with eyeliner.”

We both laugh for real this time and it feels good.

“There’s something else,” Roux says. “I know this might be hard to hear, considering what your parents told me, but I think it’s best to pull the bandage off.”

“What?”

“I’m pregnant.”

The words burrow under my skin, eating at me. She’s right. This is something that could have the potential to fester. I’m jealous and sad. It feels unfair that she’s pregnant and I’m not. I lost my baby because of my bad decisions.

I’m weak.

I let him break me.

I would’ve been a horrible mother.

My mind wanders to the pills in my jewelry box. Something to take the edge off. I have four or five. I could really use them right about now.

Because I’m weak.

I need to escape.

“Char,” Roux murmurs, threading our fingers together. “I’m sorry you lost your baby. I can’t begin to imagine how badly you must be hurting right now.”

The tears begin falling once more as I allow myself to grieve for the tiny thing I will never know. Roux cries too as she shares the pain with me.

I don’t know how to fix myself.

Everything is broken, especially my heart.

Roux tilts her head up to look at me with her bloodshot eyes. “You’re going to come back from this. You’re too strong not to.”

I’m a fraud.

I’m not strong at all.

“I hope,” I whisper.

Her fierce amber eyes glimmer with intensity. “You will.”

I will.

I have to.

The alternative is something I don’t have the strength to bear.
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Cal

Two weeks later…

 

“Go home, Calvin.”

I flinch and crack my eyes open. “Nah, I’m good.”

Terrence’s grandma, Rhetta, shakes her head at me. She knows I’m not going anywhere. I’ve planted my ass in his hospital room for weeks, ever since they pulled him out of ICU. He’s since been moved to a long-term care unit.

I know my man, though. He’s going to pull through.

“You heard the doctor,” she reminds me. “Terry probably won’t ever wake up.”

I grit my teeth, annoyed she’d even say that in his presence. “He’ll wake up.”

“Cal—”

“He’s going to wake up,” I grit out. “He has to.”

I scrub my palm over my face, hating the grief that threatens to consume me. I refuse to accept him as gone. He’s still right fucking here. We had plans. Just like we did when we terrorized Miss Lennon’s class when we were five. It’s us against the world. The original Hoodlums. When Roan and Jordy entered the picture, we’d already established ourselves as the town’s little shitheads. They just enhanced it. Made us more obnoxious and unruly because we became a pack. Yet though we are four Hoodlums, we’ve always been divided down the middle. Me and Terrence. Jordy and Roan.

Jordy still has Roan.

My other half is hooked to a bunch of fucking machines, probably braindead.

Rhetta walks over to me and rubs at the back of my neck in that grandmotherly way that calms me the hell down. “You need rest, son. Don’t make me call your momma and daddy to come do my dirty work.”

I groan, knowing she’s won this battle. Mom’s been worried about me and Dad’s ready for me to just get over it. I can’t get over it. I can’t move on. He’s alive. Right here. I just have to help him remember to come back to me.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out to see a text from Roan.

Roan: Hollis is cooking spaghetti. Sebban’s favorite. Want to come over?

Me: Will Jordy be there?

Roan: Nah, he’s a pussy now. Roux has him holed up playing daddy.

Me: She’s barely pregnant. What could he possibly do right now?

Roan: Fuck if I know. Building cribs and shit. Whatever it is, she has his ass home and in bed by ten.

I smirk. Terrence would love the hell out of seeing badass Jordy being pussywhipped by Little Hoodlum. I’m glad, though, that he’s not going to be there. I love the guy, but something about having the three of us without Terrence feels off. I can deal with just Roan right now. Not Roan and Jordy and me without Terrence.

Me: Did Rhetta put you up to this?

Roan: You know that old lady scares me lol.

Said old lady smacks me upside my head for his words.

“Ow,” I grumble. “He said it. Not me.”

“You laughed, boy.”

I bite back another chuckle because I totally did and deserved it.

Me: She’s not old. She’s beautiful and an amazing cook.

Roan: She’s reading our texts…shit. Love ya, Grandma Rhetta.

Me: Ass kisser.

Roan: Yeah, yeah. Just get your ass over here. Pick up a gallon of milk on your way for your nephew. See you in twenty.

I still can’t believe Roan has a kid.

Fucking Sidney.

A shame she died, too. Sidney was annoying and all up on our nuts when we were teenagers, but she wasn’t a bad person. The girl did so much better when she started seeing the nerd. We have Baby Hoodlum now and Roan’s a damn dad, so some good came out of all that. He’s pretty happy to have a kid.

“I guess I’ll go check on that asshole,” I tell Rhetta as I stand.

At nearly six-five, I tower over Terrence’s grandma. She’s still meaner than a snake and always has the upper hand, even being as shrimpy as she is.

“Call me if he wakes up,” I remind her for the millionth time.

She purses her wrinkled lips together. “You’ll be the first one.”

We hug and then I stride out of there, my head down and my thoughts slowly unraveling. When I’m not aching from loss, I’m pissed. It’s hard to be angry when I hear the hiss-woosh of the breathing machine keeping him alive. But the second I leave, it all comes bubbling up like an inferno of hate.

She did this to him.

Charlotte fucking English.

It’s no secret we all hate the Cuntinghams, so it was a shock when Charlotte got involved with that asshole Ryan. Still, we didn’t think it was that big of a deal. The arrogant dick would get bored of her after a while and move on.

He didn’t.

Instead, he turned her into one of them.

Druggie fucktards who think they’re above the law.

That girl got wasted on drugs and drove headfirst into my best fucking friend. She nearly killed him. Hell, he may still die because of her. If she wasn’t Roan’s sister-in-law, I would’ve already paid her a little visit to let her know just what I think of her.

But the bitch is tied to one of the Hoodlums, which means I have to tread carefully.

At one time, I thought she was cool like Hollis. Hot as fuck too. She was kind of like Roux in the aspect that she was an honorary Hoodlum. We let her hang, but she was untouchable.

Not now.

She fucked that up when she decided to get behind the wheel blasted out of her mind. Charlotte carelessly took someone away from me who is my brother in every way but blood. I was happy as fuck to learn that her daddy picked up the medical bills for Terrence. If he’s not going to wake up, I hope he bleeds them dry. Maybe the rotten princess will learn from her terrible mistake.

I’m boiling over with anger toward the beautiful, spoiled blonde by the time I make my way to my truck. T and I were supposed to be having the time of our lives right now. Instead, I’ve been tied to his bed, praying like fuck for him to wake up. By the time I hop in my lifted black GMC Sierra truck and turn over the engine, I’m furious. I peel out of the hospital parking lot, not caring that I’m leaving burnout tire strips on the asphalt. Bypassing the stop sign, I blow out of there toward Roan’s, turning the music on loud to drown out all my inner noise.

Lights.

Red and blue.

Fuck.

Annoyed, I let out a growl and pull over. I’m no stranger to the cops of Hood River. Hell, my dad knows them probably better than me for how many shit storms he had to come to my rescue on. David Hutton’s used to bailing his only son out and is pretty damn good at it. I wonder which lucky bastard will have the pleasure of meeting Dad’s wrath today.

As soon as my eyes meet Michael Cunningham’s approaching form, I curse. Of course it’d have to be this asshole—the father of the motherfucker who is no doubt just as responsible for Terrence’s accident as Charlotte is. Michael is one of those older guys who thinks because he wears a badge and stays fit, the town fucking worships him like he’s a god. I hate him and Ryan. Tyler, his oldest son, is okay, but since he’s gay, their all-American douchebag family has pretty much excommunicated him anyway.

Just to be a dick, I wait until he has to tap on my window before I roll it down. I smirk down at him. My forty-inch tires have him looking up at me, pissed that I literally have the upper hand right now.

“Officer Cuntingham.”

Not rising to the bait, he steps on the running board to bring himself into my window so I can smell the onions he had at lunch.

“Calvin fucking Hutton.” He makes a chiding clucking sound with his tongue. “You ran a stop sign and were speeding. Where are you off to in such a hurry?”

“To see Tyler,” I taunt, running my tongue over my lower lip in a suggestive way. “We go way back.” I wink at him for good measure.

His face turns purple immediately. It’s good to know his gay son is still a thorn in his side. I’ve got nothing against gays—because Roan’s as gay as they come and I love him to death—but Officer Douchebag doesn’t know that. Tyler hit on me plenty of times, none of which I played back, so it’s not totally unheard of or farfetched.

“I ought to haul your smart ass in,” he growls.

“You could,” I throw back at him. “I’m sure Dad misses your ugly mug.”

His lip curls up. My dad’s good to those he loves, but to everyone else, he’s a big fucking nightmare of an asshole. Six and a half feet of pure dickhead material.

“Nah,” he says, shaking his head. “I’d rather fuck you—”

“You’d rather fuck me?”

“With a big ass ticket,” he finishes on a growl.

“Oh,” I mutter, feigning disappointment. “And here I thought you were a dirty cop.”

He jumps off the running board, cursing before storming back to his cruiser. I text Roan while I wait for Officer Cuntface to write me a ticket.

Me: Tell your husband to tell his boyfriend to tell his dad to get off my nuts.

Roan: Fuck you. Tyler is not Hollis’s boyfriend.

Me: It’d be super convenient if he was though. Cuntingham pulled me over.

Roan: Do I need to bail you out?

Me: He’d rather metaphorically fuck me with a ticket. I think he secretly wants to suck my dick but I told him that was more your gig.

Roan: You’re such an asshole.

Before I can reply with some witty comeback, Officer Onion Breath is back. He tosses the crinkled ticket into my vehicle. Doesn’t ask for license or registration. Probably has that shit saved on his phone from all the other times he’s pulled me over.

“You fly through here again and I’ll bust your ass. I don’t care what your dad threatens,” he warns, his jaw clenching.

“I’ll be a perfect angel,” I deadpan.

He stalks away, not bothering to respond. I wait until he’s peeling away before I put the truck in drive. It’s tempting not to catch up to him and pass him just to be a dick, but I refrain. I’m not in the mood to get hauled in and then listen to Dad’s lecture later.

Within fifteen minutes, after a quick stop to grab milk, I arrive at Roan’s, parking next to Hollis’s purple Mustang that he’s had since high school. Hollis and Sebban are crouched beneath the stairs looking at something. I shut the truck door and walk over to them.

“If you’re playing hide and seek, I can see you,” I tell Hollis.

He discreetly flips me off. “We’re looking for worms.”

“Why?”

“Worm!” Sebban screeches, crawling forward. He picks up a worm, squeezing it until he severs the damn thing.

“Gross. Remind me never to have kids.”

Hollis laughs. “We were supposed to catch one to look at, not kill it.”

“Worm’s dead,” Sebban says, making a face that reminds me of his mother when I’d say something particularly offensive back in the day. Makes me feel like shit, too.

I ruffle his dark hair. “Yeah, worms die sometimes, kid.” Like moms.

“Hollis,” Roan calls out from upstairs. “The oven timer’s going off.”

Hollis scoops up Sebban. “Let’s go eat, buddy.”

As we walk up the stairs, Hollis glances over his shoulder at me. He has this intense way of looking inside you and seeing shit. Probably how he broke down Roan’s walls and got inside.

“You okay?”

Nah, your sister nearly killed T. Not fucking okay, man.

“Yep,” I lie.

His lips press into a frown. It’s not like I’m going to make waves with Hollis. He wasn’t the one who got behind the wheel. “How is he? Any change?”

“Nope.”

We walk inside and are met with a mouthwatering garlicky aroma. I’d gone straight up to the hospital this morning—like every morning—and only had coffee, a bag of chips from the vending machine, and a peppermint Rhetta fished out of the bottom of her purse. I’m fucking starving.

Hollis takes Sebban into the kitchen so they can wash their hands. Roan pulls the garlic bread out of the oven, his back to me. For a moment, I watch the three of them. Already so domestic. Like they were born for this life. It makes me realize how different Terrence and I are from Roan and Jordy. Once again. Roan’s got his shit together being married and fighting fires and being a damn daddy. Jordy’s playing catch-up like it’s his job.

But me and T?

We’ve been partying it up and getting laid, knowing that once we graduated a couple of weeks ago, we’d have to finally start being adults.

Now everything feels on pause.

“You made a lot,” I observe as I stick the milk in the fridge. I walk up to Roan and peer over his shoulder. “I don’t eat that much.”

He shrugs, not meeting my eyes. “The girls are coming over too.”

I frown and dart my gaze over to Hollis, who also won’t look at me.

“Which girls?”

A long pause and then the sound of the front door opening.

“What exactly are you compensating for, Cal?” Penny’s familiar voice grumbles in greeting behind me. “That truck is so obnoxious. It screams teeny, tiny dick.”

“Penny,” Hollis admonishes.

I laugh at her words, but it dies in my throat when I see her.

Charlotte fucking English.

Alive. Well. Awake.

Unlike T.

Fuck this girl.


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

Charlotte

 

Hatred.

It burns into me hotter than a thousand suns.

And I deserve every scalding degree of it.

That’s why, rather than looking away from Cal’s furious green eyes that seem to glow, I stare straight into them. I hope I can convey with a look how sorry I am. How badly I wish I could fix it. I expect him to say something—anything—but he remains quiet, which is quite a feat for him. His nostrils flare like a bull ready to charge and his jaw clenches over and over.

“How are you feeling?” Hollis asks as he approaches with Sebban clinging to him like a little monkey.

Cal grimaces, as though he’s disgusted that Hollis would even care. I’m forced to look away from him and at my brother.

“I’m fine,” I assure him with one of my signature, fake cheerleader smiles.

A snort escapes Cal. Out of everyone, I know he takes what happened with Terrence the hardest aside from me. They were best friends. Ever since I’ve known them, Terrence and Cal have been joined at the hip. Twins of terror. They lived to wreak general havoc with authority and then fall into bed with whichever girl had the nicest, most accessible tits. Total manwhores and unapologetic about it.

They were happy, though.

Until I put a stop to that.

“Char,” Hollis says, his soft words cutting through the fog of my inner thoughts.

“Hmm?”

“I asked if you’d talked to Dad.”

“Not in a couple of days. He flew out to California.”

“For work?”

“I don’t know. He didn’t say.”

He gives me a nod, leans in, and kisses the top of my head. It means a lot to me that Hollis has been reaching out to me. Making me not feel so alone. Roan, of all people, should hate me for what I did to one of his best friends. It would give Hollis every right to hate me too. Instead, Hollis and Roan have been concerned for me. Of course, that makes me hate myself a little more. I don’t deserve their kindness.

Hollis steps away to set Sebban at the table where Roan sets down a plate for him. My heart melts a little seeing them be daddies. It makes me realize how much I’ve missed.

Because of him.

Just thinking of Ryan has me shuddering.

While everyone heads into the kitchen to make their plates, I escape to the bathroom, needing a minute to breathe. I close the door behind me and avoid the mirror. No matter how many times I put on makeup or fix my hair, I can’t help but feel like a fraud. Like I’m hiding all my horrible problems that should be written in plain view for all to see as a warning.

My eyes fill with tears as the self-loathing threatens to swallow me whole. Before I know it, I’m digging around in the cabinets on a hunt for something to take the edge off. I pick up a bottle of leftover Percocets from when Hollis had his wisdom teeth removed last year. From the looks of it, he only took three, so he won’t even notice if one is missing.

I open the bottle and turn it over into my palm. Five rattle out and into my hand. There are still plenty in the bottle. Five won’t be missed. Quickly, I twist the cap back on and toss it into the cabinet. I’m about to take one when someone knocks on the door, making me shriek in surprise.

The door pushes open and I realize in my haste to hunt down medicine, I didn’t lock the door. Cal steps inside, a murderous expression on his face. I back up, nearly stumbling over my own feet. I hold the fistful of pills in my hand and grip the counter for support with my other.

“What?” I choke out, my heart leaping in my chest.

His lip curls up. “It’s dinner time.” He takes a step forward, motioning at my hand. “What do you have there?”

“Nothing,” I lie. With every thunderous beat of my heart, I feel like I’m going to pass out. “I’ll be right out.”

He holds out his massive hand, a no-nonsense glare on his handsome face. “Give it to me. You look guilty as fuck.”

Lifting my chin, I feign a fierce expression. “I don’t have anything.”

“I heard the sounds,” he grinds out. “Give them to me and I won’t tell them.”

Defeated, I drop the Percocets into his hand. Before I can retreat, his massive hand encircles my wrist, trapping me.

“Planning to get fucked up again?” he sneers, his disgust for me cloying the air around us. “Who’ll be a casualty this time? My other best friend? His son?”

I recoil at his harsh words, snatching my hand back. Unlike Ryan would have, Cal lets me go without a fight.

“Are you going to tell them?” I ask, my bottom lip trembling.

He doesn’t answer as he opens the cabinet to replace the pills. Once he has them safely stowed away, he pockets the entire bottle.

“Would it change anything if I did?” he asks. “You’ll just find more ways to get this crap and they’ll keep fucking babying you. Nah, I’ll keep this shit to myself.”

I bow my head, ashamed but grateful he isn’t going to rat me out. My limp blond hair curtains around my face.

“I won’t let you get away with this,” Cal utters, his tone cold and cruel. “You should be punished for what you did. Jail. Fines. Something. Whose dick did you have to suck to get out of all that trouble? Oh, that’s right, your dad did all the dick sucking.”

His words chase away the despondency, igniting the path to my heart with fire. I’ve felt so dead inside for so long, I’m almost shaken with the intense emotion. My hand rears back and I slap his cruelly handsome smirk right off his face.

As soon as I’ve done it, I freeze, letting reality seep back in. I hit him. Cal Hutton. Town’s lawless bad boy. A Hood River Hoodlum. My new nemesis.

He crowds my space, backing me up until I nearly fall into the toilet. I have nowhere to grab except the front of his shirt. His heart pounds hard against my knuckles. He glowers at me, the heat of his hate burning me.

“Don’t talk about my dad,” I whisper. “You can talk about me, but not my dad.”

His green eyes narrow as he inspects me up close. “A daddy’s girl. Noted.” A dark chuckle escapes him. “So it must have been all you then, huh? Did you crawl out of Ryan’s bed and into his daddy’s?” His eyes darken when I flinch. “Careful, blondie. He’s a dirty cop. Does your daddy know his perfect little girl likes to get filthy with old men?”

“Why are you doing this?” I hiss, harnessing my anger, because he’s not leaving my dad out of this like I asked him to.

“Because you deserve it,” he says simply, gripping my wrist to pull my hand off his shirt as he steps back. “You deserve so much more than anyone will ever give you.”

His words are spoken softly and gently.

A caress.

If we were lovers, I’d hold his words to my heart and never forget them.

But he doesn’t mean to be sweet. His words are cold hate. Meant to stab and sting and destroy.

Cal reaches forward, tugging almost playfully at a strand of my hair. “I’m going to give it to you,” he vows. “I’ll make your life a living hell until I get my best friend back.”

I swat away his hand, hating that yet another man plays with my hair like it belongs to him. Images of Ryan’s fingers twisted in my hair and tugging painfully come to mind. A shudder ripples through me at the reminder.

“Hollis won’t let you hurt me,” I whisper.

“I’m not scared of the rat.”

I fling out words I know will hurt. “Roan won’t either.”

His green eyes flare with anger as he gently grips my chin. “Guess I’ll have to take care of you in secret, Rapunzel.”

Again, his words would sound sweet to anyone else, but he’s using them as a warning.

“My daddy—”

“Your daddy can get on his knees and suck my dick for all I care,” he grinds out. “You’re going to pay for this one way or another, little girl. I’ll make sure of it. I’d do anything for T. Even getting motherfucking revenge when he can’t.”

With those words, he turns on his heel and storms out.

It isn’t until he’s gone that I realize while arguing with him, I’d rekindled some of my old spark that Ryan had long ago snuffed out. Found some of my backbone that had been crushed beneath his shoe.

Cal may think I’m some weak daddy’s girl, but he’s wrong.

Life gave me a second chance to do better, and like a fiery phoenix rising from the ashes of her charred mistakes, I will do just that.

Rise.
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My family is good at pretending. Hollis is just like Mom in that aspect. He puts on a smile, engages everyone in conversation, and makes you feel like you matter and are loved. I harbored a lot of resentment when Hollis came out gay and it set off ripple effects that ultimately destroyed my family. But we moved here, found friends, and eventually Dad moved out here too. The beef between Hollis and me went away. Even after Ryan, Hollis has tried to protect me. I’ll always be grateful for his efforts.

“You’re going to get wrinkles,” Penny sasses to Cal. “All that frowning. You have bags under your eyes too. How old are you again?”

He flips her off. Sebban tries to mimic him much to Hollis’s horror.

My family might be able to pretend, myself and Dad included, but not Penny. Penny just releases her bold thoughts into the wild the moment they form inside her head.

“Be nice,” Hollis warns.

“He’s too old to be bagging high schoolers,” Roan says with a snort. “You still with that skank?”

“Tracey?” Hollis asks.

“She’s eighteen and graduated now. Her name is Tina,” Cal offers. “I think.”

“I’m pretty sure her name’s Tonya,” Roan replies, laughing. “Or Tanya.” Then, to me, Roan asks, “What’s your friend’s name? The black-haired girl my sister hates? Always at Campfire Chaos?”

“Tarrin.” I make a sour face. “And she’s not my friend.”

Cal’s green eyes light up, meanness shining in them. “I heard she got on her knees for that one cop. The dirty one. What’s his name again? I bet her daddy was so embarrassed that his daughter’s a slut.”

“Slut!” Sebban cries out.

Penny cackles, Roan smothers a laugh with his fist, and Hollis gripes Cal out for being a bad influence. Meanwhile, I stay frozen, trying not to let his words hurt me. He’s not talking about Tarrin, he’s talking about me.

“She’s not sleeping with Michael,” I say with a huff.

“Since when do you defend Tarrin?” Penny asks, shock written all over her face. “She told everyone at school you slept with Mr. Ewing.”

Cal drops his fork onto his plate with a clatter. “You slept with Wes?”

“Who?” I frown at his words as I realize he’s talking about Mr. Ewing, a freaking English teacher at my school. “What? N-No.”

“Better not have,” Cal grumbles, his voice rumbling with anger.

Okay.

Hollis shakes his head in frustration. “Can we please avoid sex talk and profanity?”

“Sex! Sex!” Sebban parrots, grinning at Hollis. He’s so cute with spaghetti sauce all over his little face and in his hair. His words…not so much.

Everyone laughs at the cute little boy, but Cal and I are the first to go back to frowning. He scowls my way, a furious glint with malicious intent in his eyes.

“Mom said they’re hiring lenders at the bank,” Hollis tells Cal. “I know you haven’t settled on anything yet, but with your degree, you could.”

Cal shrugs. “Maybe.”

“Dad is hiring too,” Penny offers.

I can’t look at Cal. If he went to work with my dad, I would die. And if I give off any vibes that I don’t want that, he’d probably do it just to spite me. Part of my punishment and all.

“We could always use more firefighters,” Roan says. “Or you could work at the restaurant with Roux and Jordy.”

“Roux works there?” I ask, hating that I know so little about my best friend.

“She’s a waitress,” Roan explains. “Just started. She sucks. Don’t tell her I said that.”

Everyone laughs again, but not me.

They chat easily, bouncing from subject to subject, but I’m still stuck on the fact I not only abandoned my best friend, but I was mean to her. Because of Ryan. I never stood up to him. Just let him smash me harder and harder under his thumb.

I hate everything that happened with the baby and Terrence, but had that wreck not happened, I’d still be under Ryan’s horrible spell. At least now, I’m in the protective care of my parents and family. Ryan hasn’t tried to message me or stop by. And while that’s a relief, it’s also worrying. He doesn’t just give up.

“I need to get going,” Cal says, rising from the table where we’re all squished around. “I told Dad I’d drive to all the campsites in the morning to make sure they’re ready for Memorial Day.”

“Hey,” Hollis pipes up. “Can you run these two home on your way? I need to give this squirt a bath.”

“Yeah, man,” Cal agrees, his hard eyes darting toward mine. “I’ll take care of your little sister.”

“Get a room,” Penny says, faux gagging.

Cal flinches and I recoil. As if. Cal may be hot—tall, muscular, face like a freaking model—but he’s an asshole who wants to make me pay. No room necessary. Perhaps a restraining order instead.

But that would mean seeing Michael and I’m not anywhere close to being in the mood to deal with Ryan’s dad.

“Let’s go, brats,” Cal barks out. “Roan, Hollis. Thanks for dinner. Bye, little shithead,” he says to Sebban.

Before Sebban can repeat it, Hollis asks Sebban if he wants some ice cream for dessert. Roan smirks, clearly enjoying the banter.

I tell everyone a quick goodbye, and then I bolt downstairs, waiting by Cal’s giant, obnoxious truck. If I hadn’t overheard girls gushing over Cal’s big dick on a few occasions at Campfire Chaos, I’d agree with Penny that he’s compensating for a tiny penis. He’s not, though. Apparently he chooses to drive this douchebag mobile because he likes it.

“Adults in the front, kids in the back,” Cal barks out once he and Penny reach the truck.

“Dude,” Penny complains. “I just turned seventeen last month!”

Penny and I may be Irish Twins since we were born less than twelve months apart, but I’ve always loved playing the older sister role, even if it wasn’t by much. I’ll turn eighteen soon and will once again be different digits than her. I’m guessing Cal wants me in the back, far from his sight, no matter how old I am, though.

“Not you,” he says in a low tone, stopping me. “You can sit up front like the adult I wish you were.”

Not so we can legally fuck, but so I can go to jail for what I did.

“Gross,” Penny grumbles. “So help me, Hutton, if I have to listen to you fuck my sister, I will stab you in the throat.”

I ignore his laughter. He clearly finds the idea of sleeping with me so far off it’s hilarious. Joke’s on him, though, because I wouldn’t touch his diseased dick with a ten-foot pole.

We climb into the truck—literally—and I hate the way it smells. Like him. Woodsy and earthy and masculine. It feels too intimate being in his truck. For as long as I’ve known Cal, I’ve never ridden with him anywhere. The block from Hollis’s house to ours feels like an eternity. As soon as he pulls into the yard, past the driveway and up to the porch, Penny starts cackling.

“Aunt Karen is going to kill you if you leave tire marks in her yard.” She leaps out of the truck.

“Your aunt loves me. Ask her. We’re practically besties,” Cal retorts, earning a laugh from Penny as she bounds inside the house.

Before I can get my door open, a strong hand settles on my jean-clad thigh, stopping me. I hate how his touch scorches my skin. As though the devil lives under the guise of a cute, older guy.

“We’re not over,” Cal states. “I have the entire summer to deal with you.”

I smack his hand off my thigh. “Don’t touch me.”

“I’ll touch you if I want to,” he growls but pulls his hand back. “I’ll touch you because you tried to kill Terrence.”

Pain lances through me, shredding my heart. “I didn’t try to kill him.”

“If he dies…” he trails off, scrubbing a palm over his tired features. “He can’t die.”

His torment is suffocating. I ache to reach over and take his hand so I can squeeze it. Assure him that Terrence will pull through. That I’m sorry for what I did. If I could ease his pain, I would.

I can’t.

What’s done is done and he hates me for it.

“I’m sorry,” I choke out, flinging open the door.

In my haste to get out, I slip off the running board, landing hard on my knee. I manage to bite my tongue in the process. Metallic tasting blood floods over my tongue and I spit it out.

“Oh no,” Cal says in a cold, flat tone. “You got hurt.”

His feet come into view as he grabs my shoulders, hauling me to my feet. Instead of letting me go, his eyes bore into mine. Then, he reaches up with his thumb, smearing some blood left on my bottom lip.

“Remember what I said.” His voice is softer now, almost a gentle caress. “I will make your life fucking hell until my boy wakes up.”

How can his words be delivered so sweetly but be so cruel?

“What if he never wakes up?” I ask, tearing up. The thought of him in a coma until he dies is too much to bear.

“Then it looks like you’re stuck with me forever.”

With those words practically spat at me, he abandons me to climb back in his big-ass truck. I manage to get the door shut before he hauls ass out of here, kicking up hunks of grass in our yard.

Aunt Karen is going to kill him.

Maybe then I’ll have a reprieve.

I don’t deserve one.

I deserve every second of his wrath.
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Cal

 

A warm hand on my shoulder wakes me from my stupor. Last night, after leaving Charlotte and Penny’s, I went home and drank my way into oblivion. Seeing Charlotte fucked with my head. The small, feminine hand shaking me tells me I must have found a chick along the way home to bury myself in as well.

I try like hell to remember.

Was it Tayla or whatever the fuck her name was?

All I see in my head is long, blond hair.

I cringe, forcing my eyes open, to face the woman in my bed. Hopefully she’s hot because my dick hardens at lingering thoughts of Charlotte’s hair as I imagine it twisted in my fist.

Fuck.

I need to screw those thoughts right out of my head.

“Yuck, Cal,” the voice gripes. “Put that weapon away. I’m not one of your peasants. I am a queen.”

Oh Jesus.

“Tierra,” I groan. “Why are you here?”

“Grandma sent me,” she sasses.

Of course Rhetta did.

I squint against the sun streaming into my room and take in my best friend’s little cousin. She’s little, but fierce as fuck. At seventeen, she’s already a force to be reckoned with.

“Don’t you have school?”

“It’s Sunday and it’s summer, asshole. Get out of bed and let’s go grab lunch before we see T.”

“Oh, fuck,” I groan. “I promised Dad I’d go check the campground out.”

“Yeah, he’s already done it and come back. I’d avoid his office if I were you. I love your dad, but he’s in a super pissy mood.” She walks over to my dresser mirror and smooths out her black, shiny ponytail. “How are you holding up?”

I cringe. Tierra and I don’t do this. We give each other shit. I try to mess up her hair. She tries to whip my ass in basketball. Or, sometimes, we gang up on her cousin for shits and giggles. We don’t…care. Feelings aren’t our thing.

“Go away,” I mutter.

“I’ll go away as soon as that offensive boner does.” She turns around, cocking her hip out. “Seriously. Did you think I was one of your janky-ass hoes?”

“At least my janky-ass hoes are quiet in the morning.”

“Sick, asshole. I’m not sucking your dick.”

I cringe. She’s like a fucking sister to me. “You’re nasty, princess.”

“Queen,” she reminds me, flashing me a mouth full of pearly whites.

“Is Rockford missing their queen? Maybe you should run along. Who gave you a driver’s license anyway?”

She rolls her eyes and starts rummaging around in my drawers. I make no moves to get up, but thankfully after a few minutes with Tierra, my dick softens. It’s not that Tierra isn’t beautiful, because she fucking is, but she’s practically family. A cousin through T’s and my friendship, not blood. This is Oregon, not Alabama. I’m not a cousin fucker.

“Wear something respectable. Shower. Brush your stanky breath. Grandma says you need to find a job. Momma Kate agrees.”

“You and Mom already been conspiring over me this morning?” I roll out of bed, snagging my clothes up.

“Afternoon, now, lazy. And yes. You’re our favorite subject over coffee and bagels.” She smiles sweetly at me. “You have twenty minutes. Don’t make me come back up here and dress you myself because I will. If your penis starts acting up, I’ll smack him around.”

I gape at her in horror. “You’re such a mean ass.”

“I get the job done.” Her black ponytail swooshes as she turns on her heel and bounds out of my room.

Eighteen minutes later—because I know to trust Tierra’s threats—I’m headed downstairs, wisely avoiding Dad’s office where he bitches someone out on the phone. I find Mom and Tierra cozied up at the bar in the kitchen.

“Rough night?” Mom asks, her green eyes twinkling.

“Something like that.”

Mom gets up and sets to making me a coffee. I need to look for apartments too, but until I secure a job, staying with my parents is my only option. Not that I ever complain about Mom fussing over her only son like it’s her job in life.

“Spoiled,” Tierra mouths to me.

I smirk at her as I accept my coffee from Mom.

“Tierra says you two are going to visit Terrence and then go job hunting.” Mom smiles, relief washing over her. “You’ve got that fancy degree now. I’m excited for you to get to use it.”

“Yeah,” I grumble, already over this conversation.

“So, are you excited?” Mom asks Tierra. “I know this is a big change for you.”

Tierra stiffens. “I think it’s a good change.”

“What?” I demand, feeling left out.

“She’s moving in with Rhetta and doing her senior year at Hood River,” Mom explains. “We’ll get to see more of our baby girl.”

Tierra’s grin is too toothy. Too bright. Fucking fake. I level her with a glare that says we’ll be discussing this further later.

“Won’t that mess up college?” I ask. “Aren’t you like the best one on your basketball team over there?”

She shrugs, her brown eyes darting down to her coffee. “I’ll be the best here too. We always kill Hood River whenever we play them.”

Mom chatters her ear off, giving me a moment to drink my coffee and stew over this. Terrence has been living with his grandma since he was five. His mom, Precious, was no better than Roan’s, getting her ass thrown in prison for prostitution and selling drugs. No one knows who his dad is as he’s never been in the picture. Tierra’s dad, Precious’s brother Deric, has always seemed to have his shit together, so I don’t know what’s going on there, but I intend to find out.

“We better get going,” I interrupt. “I need to see T.”

They both give me sympathetic looks that make my hackles rise. It’s like everyone has just given up on Terrence. He’s not dead. He’ll pull through. Together, we’ll make everyone feel like shit for abandoning him, too.

“Tell Dad I’m sorry,” I mutter to Mom. “Things have been rough.”

She nods. “He knows, baby. Take care of you. Dad and I have things covered around here. Make sure my baby girl eats, though, and you guys come back later for supper. Dad’ll make steak since it’s so nice out.”

I tug on Tierra’s ponytail and then snag my keys up on the way out the door. She follows me out and easily climbs into the truck. I turn over the engine and peel out, kicking up dirt all over the side of our house. Mom will kill me later for it and make me hose it down. We’re quiet as we drive, both of us contemplative. Eventually, I glance over at her.

“Spill, princess.”

She sighs heavily and then wipes her brown hands over her white shorts. “Dad is making me.”

“Why?”

“Stuff.”

“What kind of stuff?”

She crosses her arms over her chest and huffs. “Fine. I’ll tell you. So help me, if you laugh at me, I’ll whip your ass, Cal. I’m not joking.”

“No promises. If it’s funny, I’ll fucking laugh.”

“It’s not funny,” she mutters, her voice shaking.

“Then I won’t laugh.”

“It’s…” She picks at her fingernail before shrugging. “I’ve been getting bullied.”

I snort.

“I said don’t laugh!”

“I’m not laughing,” I bite back. “I find it unbelievable. You’re you. Feisty as fuck. Who would mess with you? I have scars that prove that’s a bad idea.”

She smiles. “I can beat your ass any day.”

“So, some girl is a bitch to you and you give up?”

“Not a girl. All of them.”

“Why?”

“Listen,” she says, her voice twinged with fear. “It sounds worse than it was.”

I pull into the hospital parking lot, figuring we can eat after, and park near the front entrance. Killing the engine, I turn to look at her. “Tell me.”

“I, uh, started talking to this guy. Sent some pictures. Professed my love.” She swipes at a tear. “I don’t know what happened, but someone sent them to every single guy at our school.”

I freeze as rage ripples violently through me. “What kind of pictures?”

“The kind that are illegal considering my age. The police had to come into the school to explain the seriousness of having those pictures on their devices.” A sob chokes her. “They could go to prison for something someone else sent them. And me…they said I could be prosecuted as well if they decided to go that route.”

“What the fuck?” I roar, slamming my fist on the steering wheel. “Who did this? I’m going to kill them.”

“No!” she cries out. “It was a mistake.”

“Who did you send the pictures to?”

This time, she shudders, burying her face in her hands. “Dad’s co-worker, Tim.”

“How the fuck old is he?”

She snaps her head up, her teary brown eyes locking with mine. “Dad’s age, but—”

“Jesus, Tierra! He should fucking rot in prison!”

A howl of sadness pierces the air. Her whole body trembles.

“It was innocent,” she tries, her voice wobbling. “We couldn’t help it we fell in love.”

“He’s a bastard,” I growl. “Did you…”

“No,” she snaps. “We wanted to. Would have if all this hadn’t blown up. His daughter, Sage, was so mad. I think she’s the one who found out and sent them to everyone. All the girls in the school hate me because their boyfriends saw me naked.” She pauses. “All the male teachers too.”

I can’t exactly kill some teenage girl, but I would love to get my hands on Tim for preying on my little cuz.

“That was so fucking stupid, princess.”

“I know,” she barks out. “I fucking know, okay?”

Gritting my teeth, I nod. “Yeah. I’ll stop nagging. I just worry about you.”

“I’ll be fine.”

I smirk at her. “Well, you’re officially a Hoodlum now. You’ll be more than fine. You’ll be safe and respected. If anyone even tries to pull shit here, I’ll end it before they even utter a word.”

“You’re such a bully,” she says, but she’s grinning while she says it.

“And a bigger bully than those other bullies is exactly what you need.” I hold out my fist and she bumps it with hers. “Let’s go see Sleeping Hoodlum and try to wake his ass up.”
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Charlotte

 

I stare at my phone, dread consuming me to the point I feel nauseous.

Ryan: We need to talk.

Used to, when he’d text this, it meant one thing. That he was pissed and wanted to let loose some steam. Sometimes that ended in fucking while other times it ended with bruises or yelling. After not having heard from him in over two weeks, I thought for sure he’d moved along. I should have known it was a temporary reprieve from his violence.

Ryan: I still love you even after what you did.

His words are a punch to the stomach, stealing me of air.

“You did this to me,” I scream at the phone, knowing he won’t be able to hear. “I don’t love you.”

Ryan: I miss you. Your beautiful face. Your soft hair. If you were with me, right now, I’d put your head in my lap and stroke your hair, baby. I’d make it all better.

His sweetness is sickening to me.

My fingers shake as I type out a reply, choking back tears. I’m thankful Mom’s at work. Penny is watching Sebban and Aunt Karen went to the store.

Me: We’re done, Ryan.

The phone rings in my hand. Over and over. It goes to voicemail and he calls again. I stare, trembling, as he calls me sixteen times in a row. Then, he finally texts back.

Ryan: Answer your damn phone. You can’t do this to me. Not after nearly killing us. If I’d gotten hurt and couldn’t play basketball, it would have fucked up my scholarship. I deserve to be heard.

Ryan: You’re a fucking spoiled brat.

Ryan: Do you know what kind of begging I had to do with my dad to keep you out of trouble? You owe me, Char.

Ryan: Why are you being such a bitch?

Ryan: Answer the goddamn phone!

It rings ten more times. He leaves a voicemail, but I quickly delete it, unable to hear his voice.

Ryan: I’m sorry. Fuck, Char. Okay? I’m sorry I got mad. I love you.

Ryan: Call me.

Ryan: I’m coming over.

Me: I’m not home. I’m at Dad’s office.

Lies. But I can’t deal with him in person. Alone. No way.

Ryan: Sneak out. I can meet you in the alley.

Me: He won’t let me.

Ryan: Find a way.

I stop replying.

Ryan: I’m sorry. I just miss you. And the baby.

Closing my eyes, I swallow down the sob. I should block his number. Tell my dad. Something. Not continue to read his texts.

Ryan: I was angry when you told me you were pregnant, but I’ve had time to think on it. I won’t go to college. I’ll stay here and get a job. I’ll marry you. We can be a family.

Words. His words always sounded good. It was his actions that were horrible.

Me: I lost the baby.

Ryan: We’ll make another one.

I toss my phone onto the bed, burying my face in my hands. Ever since the accident, I’ve been in a holding pattern. Unsure which way to go. I feel like I’m standing on thin ice, waiting for it to crack and send me crashing into the icy abyss. Nothing feels certain. All held together by fraying threads.

My phone buzzes, drawing my attention back to it.

Ryan: Maybe we’ll have a little girl and she’ll look like you. Long blond hair. Pretty like her mom.

I shudder at the image of Ryan as a father. Would he snag the little girl up by her hair and yell in her face? Tell her she’s a worthless whore? Shake her and choke her and bruise her?

The room blurs as I drop my phone. I’m on a hunt to numb the pain of the future I almost had with Ryan. Devastation at losing my baby makes me raw, but relief floods through me that I saved my unborn baby from Ryan’s hateful wrath. I start ransacking my room looking for any pills I might have stashed away when I was with Ryan and he continually supplied me. I come up empty and wonder if my mom already purged my room of any drugs.

Rushing from my room, I head to Aunt Karen’s bathroom. Her medicine cabinet is full of stuff. But, after knocking bottles into the sink, I realize none of them are the pain-numbing kind. I consider walking down to Hollis’s house and breaking in to grab those Percocets when I remember Cal took them.

I lift my gaze to stare at the horrible person I’ve become. I’m the kind of person who would steal from her aunt or brother to make the pain go away. So selfish. My long hair taunts me. With tears and snot running down my face, I’m reminded of what Ryan said. I think of that little girl who could have been another one of his victims. It’s the only reason I have for what I do next.

I pick up the scissors lying on the counter. With the sharp tip, I twist it around one of my limp strands. At one time, I took such pride in my hair. Now, I hate it. Before I can talk myself out of it, I grab the end of a section and bring the open scissors to it. I saw through the strands, watching the blunt, uneven ends in the mirror as they bounce off my collarbone.

Cut.

Cut.

Cut.

Hair fills the sink, covering all the medicine bottles. I drop the scissors into the sink with a loud clang. It’s choppy and horrible looking, but I feel free. On shaky legs, I walk back into my room and pick up my phone. I’ve missed more of Ryan’s hot and cold messages. Rather than reading them, I turn my camera to selfie mode and snap a picture. I send it to him and then block his number.

Crawling into bed, I try to stop the shaking, but I can’t. I need to talk to someone. But I know the only person who can truly help me. I dial the number.

“Hey, sweetheart.”

“Daddy…” I start to cry. “I need help.”
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Dad’s hand on my back is comforting as he walks me into the art therapy room. Our guide, Stewart, grins as he gestures toward the large windows overlooking the Pacific Ocean.

“This room is a favorite of mine. It’s amazing what you can create with the ocean looking back at you.” Stewart smiles kindly at me. “It’s therapeutic.”

“What do you think?” Dad asks me. “Do you like it here?”

“It’s too expensive,” I whisper. I’d overheard Mom griping at Dad about the price when he came over after my meltdown.

“Nonsense,” Dad grumbles. “Right, Kelsey?”

Mom hides her grimace. “They’re the best in the country.”

Of course a regular Hood River rehab facility wouldn’t be good enough for Daddy’s little girl. He went outside of Oregon and found me one where celebrities go, in Malibu, California, hence his recent trip to check out the facility. It’s beautiful and state of the art, boasting excellent therapy options and a high success rate.

“I love it, Dad,” I assure him. “Thank you.”

He relaxes, pulling me into his arms. “Whatever it takes to get you well and happy. And if you’re ready, come August, you can go back to school. Start over. This is a new beginning, sweetheart. Just like this.” He playfully tugs at my hair that hangs just past my shoulders, now cut straight thanks to Mom.

“I want that,” I tell him. “I want to do better.”

He releases me and I hug Mom.

“We’re here for you,” Mom assures me. “We’ll visit as often as we can. And when you come back home, we’ll take care of you. You’ll always be our baby.”

Dad nods, a smile on his face. It’s sad how he pines over Mom. I hate how he messed up with her. I’m not the one to bring the bad news to him, but Mom loves Mike. I’ve never seen her laugh so much. He makes her happy in a way Dad never did. My dad, though, deserves to be happy too. One day he’ll find someone.

“All right,” Stewart chirps. “Let’s get Miss Charlotte here settled in her room and say our goodbyes. We’ve got a road to pave to recovery and that’s not going to happen if we don’t get started.”

For the first time in ages, hope blooms in my chest.

I can do this.

I will do this.

For me. For the baby I’ll never know. For Terrence.
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I look around the seven people in my group therapy session, trying not to fangirl. I recognize three of them as musicians, one is a socialite, and two are actors. I’m the only normal person. Dad made a crapton of money back in Vermont, but even this has to be out of his financial means. Yet…here I am.

“Loden,” Carrie, our therapist, says. “Why don’t you tell us your reason?”

The tall, lean but still muscular guitarist for a popular rock band fidgets, playing with his tongue ring. “I mean, I don’t know.” He shrugs.

“Everyone’s sharing,” Carrie urges. “There must be someone who is rooting for you to be healthy and sober again.”

He winces. “Yeah, I guess. Probably my twin sister. Mena. She’s an angel to my devilish ways.”

“Addiction makes us do things we’re not proud of,” Carrie says gently. “But you’re not devilish.”

The socialite, Meaghan, whines. “Have you heard his music?” She pretends to gag herself.

Loden adopts a smug look, winking at her. “It’s not the only devilish thing about me.” He flicks out his tongue, taunting her.

She shudders and looks away. “Whatever, freak.”

“Not in group,” Carrie chides. “We’re all friends here. It’s a neutral zone. Both of you can apologize and then we’ll move on.”

Meaghan and Loden are both famous. Rich as can be. But right now, they seem like scared, stubborn little children. It makes me wonder what I look like. After some coaxing, they both grumble out apologies. By the time the session ends, I’m exhausted.

I drag my feet as I walk outside to one of the areas that overlooks the beach. An employee walks by with a tray filled with cold, bottled water. I accept one from him and then lean against the railing. It’s peaceful here.

“I heard it’s your birthday,” Loden says, sidling up next to me. “Sucks you can’t celebrate out there.”

“It’s not so bad.”

“Eighteen, huh? I remember eighteen like it was last month.”

A laugh bubbles out of me. “You literally turned eighteen last month. I saw…” I trail off, feeling stupid. He was on the news. Drove an expensive ass car, plastered after his birthday party, right through a shop on Rodeo Drive.

“You and everyone else in America,” he groans. “Yeah, that hurt like a bitch.”

“At least you only hurt yourself.”

He nudges my shoulder. “You gonna spill?”

“I hit one of my friends while high. He’s in a coma.” Tears threaten, but I blink them back. “They don’t know if he’ll wake up.”

“Sucks being the villain, huh?”

I nod. “I guess you know how that feels.”

“Imagine having millions of people witnessing all your failures. Not that it makes it worse than your situation, but it certainly doesn’t make it any better.”

“I was…” I swallow. “I was pregnant.”

“Was?”

“The baby died.”

He doesn’t offer me condolences, just gives me a side hug. “You think we’ll get better here?”

“I want to.”

“Me too.”

We watch the waves in companionable silence. I’m tired of being weak and ruined. I wasn’t raised this way. Daddy always told us we could have whatever we wanted as long as we worked hard for it. He was always pushing Hollis a little harder than us, but we all felt the pressure to be successful. I really let him down by flunking out of my senior year, but I’m going to make it up to him.

“I have to get better because of my twin, Mena. She can’t live without me. At least that’s what she says.”

I chuckle. “At least your sister needs you. I think mine probably already packed my things up and moved me into the attic.”

“Your sister’s a bitch?” He laughs. “Spoiler alert. Mine is too. She just hides it from the media.”

“My sister owns it. Wears it like a shiny piece of jewelry she wants everyone to see.”

“Do you two get along?”

“Yeah, Penny’s all right.” I force a fake smile and add pep in my voice that sounds sarcastic as hell. “It’s going to be super great redoing my senior year along with my little sister.”

Loden laughs. “Oh man. You’re totally a fuckin’ cheerleader, aren’t you?”

“Was. I gave that up when I lost my mind.”

Loden smacks my ass. “I always wanted to fuck a cheerleader.”

“Asshole,” I say, shoving him away, but giggling. “I clearly remember a rule about no fucking. I’m pretty sure you signed the same papers I did.”

“Well, birthday girl, lucky for you, I don’t stick my dick in sweaty vaginas. I’m more of an ass man.” He waggles his brows. “Now him…”

We both glance over at the man delivering waters. He’s cute and his white slacks hug his ass.

“I don’t have a sweaty vagina,” I grumble.

“Sorry,” Loden mumbles. “I couldn’t hear you over the sound of all the blood rushing from my head to my dick. Excuse me. I need to go flirt with that fucker.”

“Don’t get kicked out, horndog,” I warn. “You’re my only friend here.”

“I’ll be a perfect angel,” he vows.

His wicked grin says otherwise.
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Cal

Two and a half months later…

 

“You’re awfully broody,” Roan says, dropping onto the lawn chair beside me.

I shrug. “So?”

“Is everything okay?”

Clenching my teeth, I stare into the fire. Tonight is one of the last Campfire Chaos meetups we’ll have before the start of the school year. Kids will go back to high school or off to college. Always such a transitional night. It just doesn’t feel right without Terrence.

Just thinking about him makes me shrivel the fuck up inside.

“Peachy, man,” I finally grunt out, fixating on some chick way too young to be gyrating in a pair of cutoff shorts.

“Right. I believe that.”

We remain in amicable silence until Jordy returns from his walk along the river with Roux. It’s weird as hell seeing her with a baby bump. I still can’t believe Jordy knocked up Little Hoodlum. Come Christmas, we’ll have a mini Hoodlum join our ranks.

“Where’s the rat?” Jordy asks, taking the empty chair beside me and pulling Roux into his lap.

“Work.” A smile tugs at Roan’s lips.

I want to joke and give him shit like old times. Give him a hard time about thinking about dick, because that’s the same stupid smile he gets when Hollis is on his mind.

“Do I want to know?” Jordy rumbles, already coming to the same conclusion as me.

“I get it now. He always says the whole firefighter uniform thing is hot,” Roan says, making his sister pretend to gag. “His EMT uniform is so fucking sexy.”

I snort out a laugh, finally finding humor in the situation. “Good thing Hollis can’t get pregnant like fertile Myrtle over here,” I say, playfully poking Roux’s cute stomach. “You guys would be like the damn Brady Bunch with a million kids.”

“We want more,” Roan admits, his voice serious. “Not right now, but before Sebban gets too much older.”

“Speaking of that little terror. Where is he?”

“Karen and Kelsey wanted to take him see a new Disney movie. He’s spending the night. Hollis gets off early, so we’re making it a date night.”

I notice he’s not drinking and is dressed kind of nice.

“When did you get so old?” I tease.

Roan smirks. “It’s called being an adult. You should try it sometime.”

“Terrence and I,” I start, but my words die in my throat.

“Me and Roux went by and saw him today,” Jordy says. “Still looks good.”

As good as one can look, relying on machines to keep him alive. And it’s a lie. We all know it. I have been up there every single day since the accident. He doesn’t look good. Terrence looks like shit. I watched him deteriorate over the past couple of months. All of his muscle tone is just melting off him. His dark brown skin is ashy, making him seem lighter. Rhetta keeps his hair cut and attempts to keep his facial scruff trimmed, but there’s only so much she can do with him in his situation.

The situation that doesn’t get any better.

Rhetta’s been looking at coffins. She thinks he’ll die soon. I nearly lost it when she told me she was starting to get things in order for when he dies. If it weren’t for Tierra being there, I would’ve lost my shit on an old lady.

“How’s the new place?” Roan asks, changing the subject once he senses my dark mood.

“Better than an apartment,” I admit. “Dad was renting it out and the assholes bailed, leaving the cabin to shit. I’ve spent the last week ripping up carpet that smells like cat piss. I tried for this cabin, but he wouldn’t let this one go.”

“’Cause this is our cabin,” Roan teases. “You don’t want all these assholes showing up at your house. Trust me.”

Speaking of assholes, some senior kids get in a fight. We all watch with mild interest as they beat the shit out of each other. Eventually, their friends tear them apart.

“Wannabe Hoodlums,” Jordy grumbles.

“No one could ever be us,” I agree. I just wish all of us were here.

“Charlotte looks good,” Roux pipes up, gaining my attention. “Now that she’s finally back from rehab, we’re going to go wedding dress shopping tomorrow.”

I arch my brow. “Do they even sell wedding dresses in the maternity shop?”

She sticks her tongue out, making her seem too young to be pregnant with dipshit Jordy’s baby. Fuck. When the hell did she grow up?

“Seriously,” Roan chimes in. “I’ve been wondering the same thing.”

“I’m not the first woman to get pregnant before her wedding—”

“You’re not a woman,” Roan tosses back at her. “Girl. Little girl.”

Jordy smirks. “She’s not a little girl. Trust me.” He splays his hands over her belly and nuzzles her neck.

Gross.

Ignoring them, I think about the shit I’d read on the internet earlier. I fell down a rabbit hole of families whose comatose family member woke up. It was wishful thinking, but it gave me hope nonetheless. I even joined a group on social media to eavesdrop on all their success stories.

Headlights shine as someone comes up the road toward us. A few minutes later, several students holler with excitement as several guys join the fray. As soon as I see Ryan motherfucking Cunningham, I’m on my feet.

“Off my property, dickhead. You’re not welcome here,” I call out.

Jordy has shifted Roux to the seat and stands. Roan mirrors him. We’re a trio of we’ll fucking kill you if you come closer. Ryan wisely stays on the other side of the fire, his clan of idiots backing him up like they’re the shit.

“I’m looking for Char. Heard she’s back in town,” Ryan bellows. “I don’t want to stir up shit. Just want to see my girl.”

“She’s not your girl,” Roan snarls. “Go the fuck away.”

Ryan tenses, his hands fisting at his side. “Is she at home?”

“None of your business, asshole. Go before I call your daddy to tell him you’re trespassing.” I pin him with a fiery glare. “Better yet, maybe I should call my daddy and tell him you’re trespassing. He’s been looking to shoot a Cuntingham in the fucking face for years now.”

Jordy elbows me, a silent warning to calm the fuck down. I can’t, though. This guy pisses me off. I hate him. Hate his father. I want to ram my fist right through his teeth.

“Fucking losers,” Ryan barks out. “Come on. Let’s go.”

They leave and the tension floods out of me in a quick rush of air.

“I’ll call Garrett and warn him,” Roux says. “She’s doing too well to have him mess with her life again.”

While she calls Charlotte’s dad, I crack my neck, letting my gaze drag over each and every partygoer. Many are scared of us. Just one look in the eye and they break the stare. Most just want to be us. That’ll either help or hurt Tierra. Being a Hoodlum is mostly good, but sometimes it associates you with some bad shit. No matter what, though, I’m going to look after her. Since T is out, it’s up to me to keep our little cuz safe.

“Hey, Cal,” a familiar girl says, emerging from the shadows beyond the fire. “Missed you, baby.”

I frown, trying to remember who this girl is. “What’s up,” I greet coolly. It’s as polite as I have it in me to be.

“You’re barking up the wrong tree, Tarrin,” Roux says after ending her call. “They’re all taken.”

I don’t correct her that I’m not.

“No one’s talking to you, slut,” Tarrin hisses at her.

Jordy shakes his head. “Get her, Little Hoodlum.”

“I’m not the slut here,” Roux bites back at her, fire in her tone. “I’ve slept with one man. How many have you fucked, Tarrin? Oh, that’s right, you can’t count that high. My bad.”

I start to laugh because pregnant Roux has fucking balls.

“Fuck you guys,” Tarrin spits out. “I was just going to blow Cal over here because he looks so pathetic without Terrence. Excuse me for trying to cheer him the hell up.”

Pathetic?

Try destroyed.

Screw her.

“Go home, Tarrah.”

“It’s Tarrin—”

“Who the fuck cares?” I bark out. “You’re not going to come here and talk trash to my family.”

She turns on her heel, her black hair swooshing out behind her before storming back to her friends. I rub at the back of my neck and pace the porch. Am I really seen as pathetic? All because I miss my goddamn friend?

Fuck everyone.

I hop off the porch and start to stalk past the fire. Roan calls out after me. Ignoring him, I trek the three hundred feet or so through the woods to my cabin. By the time I reach the porch, Roan catches up to me.

“Cal, stop. Talk to me, man,” he pleads, his voice catching with emotion.

“What’s there to talk about?” I ask, swiveling around to face him. “The one thing I want to talk about, everyone wants to forget. So, unless you want to talk about how fucking pathetic I am for missing T, then go the fuck away.”

His throat bobs as he swallows and he shoots me a pained look. “Dude, I don’t want to forget him. I can’t stop thinking about what happened. I pray to fuck he’ll wake up because we need him. He’s our best friend.”

“No,” I shout. “You have Jordy. I had Terrence. Now I have no one.” My voice cracks. I grit my teeth so hard they nearly crack from the pressure.

Roan walks right up to me, yanking me to him for a hug. “Shut the fuck up, Cal. You’re my best friend too. Don’t say shit like that.”

Guilt stabs at me, making me feel like a huge dick. “If he dies…” I trail off, squeezing my eyes shut so I don’t fucking cry.

“He won’t die,” Roan assures me, though he sounds uncertain. “He’s a fucking Hoodlum. We’re like roaches in the apocalypse. Invincible.”

I manage a laugh, shoving him away. “Only you would compare us to roaches.”

“Would you rather I call us Hood River rats instead?”

“Nah, your hubby has that title all for himself.”

“He fucking owns it too,” Roan says with a chuckle.

“Fucking weirdo,” I joke.

Roan grins a stupid, happy smile we never saw growing up. I’m jealous of his happiness, but thrilled to hell all the same. “Yeah, he’s a weirdo. My weirdo.”

“Yeah, yeah. Go slob your weirdo’s knob, asshole. I’m headed to bed. It’s my last weekend of freedom.”

“Monday starts adulthood, man. Next thing you know, you’ll be married.”

I roll my eyes and he laughs. “Can’t wait,” I deadpan.

He grows serious, gripping my shoulder. “When the time comes, I won’t even fight T on who’ll be the best man.”

His confidence that Terrence will be there one day for my wedding does wonders for my mood.

“I’d kinda like to see you two douchebags fight it out,” I joke with a shrug.

“Everyone knows I can whip Terrence’s ass.”

“Does Terrence know this?” I snort out a laugh. It feels good talking about him. Remembering him as tough and a hellion like us.

“Terrence’s grandma knows,” Roan says with an evil grin. “Someone had to kiss all his boo-boos when I beat him up all those times.”

I chuckle, shaking my head. “I dare you to talk shit to his face.”

“I’m going to one day. That’s a motherfucking promise.”
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Charlotte

 

I am strong. I am brave. I am worthy.

I am woman, hear me roar.

That last bit is all Loden. After every time they’d drill those thoughts into our heads, he’d whisper that second part just for me. I’ve barely been home three days and I already miss him.

A freaking rock star.

It’s weird the people you connect with. Once we started talking, we realized we had a lot in common. He comes from a wealthy family, has battled enormous pressure, and failed everyone around him. Loden puts on this hardass act just like I put on my cheerleader smile. Inside, though, we’re dying. It’s nice to know we’re not alone.

I shoot him a text, suddenly overcome with nerves.

Me: Wish you were here.

Lo: Pink Floyd. Oh…we weren’t playing Name that Tune?

Me: Did I wake you up?

Lo: When you don’t party like a rock star—pun intended—you suddenly wake up like a normal human. Pretty fucking boring if you ask me.

Me: Boring is good. Your sister probably prefers you to be boring.

Lo: No shit. Mena’s the queen of boring.

He sends me a picture of her sitting at their breakfast bar, flipping off the camera.

Me: Be nice to your sister.

Lo: She flipped me off!

I switch my camera to selfie mode, grin, and flip him off, before snapping the picture. I send it to him and stare back at the girl I’ve become.

Rehab was the best thing that could have ever happened to me. And not just to get away from the drugs, but to also learn about myself and how to cope. How to ask for help.

I’m no longer a wreck. Light shines in my eyes. My skin and hair are healthy. I smile without tears. It’s like I clawed myself out of the wreckage of the girl I used to be—changed, tougher, better. I’m scarred a little, both inside and out, but learning to stand on my own two feet again.

Lo: Mena asked if I could go straight so we could keep you. I guess I gotta take one for the team and marry the cheerleader. Does that mean I get to fuck your ass now?

He sends me stupid puppy dog emojis.

Me: If I say yes, does that mean you come to Hood River and go to school with me?

Lo: Fuck school. Your ass is pretty, but not that pretty.

Me: Dick.

Lo: Speaking of…I’m meeting my new trainer. He’s Latino. Super fucking hot, too.

Me: Don’t sleep with your trainer.

Lo: You and Mena are cockblocking assholes.

Me: Be good.

Lo: If I promise, will you FaceTime me later?

Vulnerability burns through the line.

Me: Even if you’re bad, I’ll talk to your annoying ass. Gotta go.

Lo: Bye, baby.

I smile as I shove my phone into my pocket. It’s weird not carrying a purse. I’ve always been a girly girl, but lately, I don’t care about my image like I once did. I’m fine with my new, chic haircut, a cute T-shirt, jeans, and my Docs. At least all my old friends graduated, so it’s not like they’ll question my new style.

Once I pack my bag, I sling it over my shoulder and go to find Penny since I’m not allowed to get behind the wheel for a year. Samantha was able to get me out of a lot of shit like a prison sentence, considering the fact I’d injured someone nearly fatally, but I had to have some sort of consequence for my actions.

It doesn’t wake Terrence, though.

My light mood darkens at that thought. I quickly go over what I learned in therapy, breathe deeply, and then continue forward.

“We’re going to be late, Pen,” I say, rapping on her door.

She’s completely passed out.

“Seriously. Get up, lazy.” I poke her butt with my boot. “I don’t want to be late.”

“You spend a whole year being the bad one and now we’re back to peppy you?” she groans. “Five more minutes, Alarm Clock Barbie.”

I smack her ass that’s barely covered in her thin shorts, making her howl. She tosses a pillow at me, but I dodge it, laughing. We throw stuff back and forth before she huffs in resignation. Penny isn’t like most girls. Her morning regimen is over before you blink. She takes a five-minute shower, pulls her wet hair into a high ponytail, bypasses makeup, and throws on a pair of Nike athletic pants and an orange Hood River T-shirt.

Aunt Karen and Mom are already gone this morning, so we grab PopTarts on our way out the door. Penny’s new car Dad bought her is so Penny. He’d wanted to get her an Audi, stating it saved my life when we wrecked, but Penny didn’t want any of it. We climb into her brand-new, bright orange Jeep. I try not to cringe over the fact that the doors aren’t on, so my hair is going to be a hot mess by the time we get to school, especially with what a horrible driver my sister is. She drives like a boy, crazy and fast.

She turns on some Halsey loud enough that we can’t carry on a conversation, but I don’t mind. It’s nice getting to hang out with her, even if I am having to redo my senior year. It makes me miss all the times Roux and I rode together to school. She’s graduated now, pregnant, and has a wedding to plan. It’s like she grew up and left me behind. I love her, though, and she deserves her happily ever after more than anyone. Saturday we spent all day looking at wedding dresses and she told me what she’s been up to the past year. It makes me feel horrible I abandoned her when she needed me most when everything went down with Renaldo and Kayden, but there’s nothing I can change about the past. Carrie, my therapist from rehab, made sure to remind me of that daily.

We pull into the student parking lot, but rather than whipping into a spot beside one of the other cars, Penny drives up over the curb and on the grass until she throws the Jeep in park under a tree.

“You’re going to get towed,” I warned. “The principal is a real hardass.”

She snickers. “Do you think Aunt Karen wants to deal with Dad if some idiot door dings my new baby?”

“Point taken. Let’s go. I still have to pick up my schedule from the office,” I remind her.

We walk up to the school and my anxiety spikes up. The last thing I remember about school is being dragged around by Ryan. Him dictating my every move. I shake off a shudder, reminding myself he won’t be here this year. I’m on my own and it feels good.

Penny elbows me once we get inside the building. “Don’t fail this time.”

“Ha-ha,” I deadpan. “Go to class, dork.”

She bounds off, her blond ponytail swinging behind her. I start for the office, nearly ramming right into a man. He grips my elbow, steadying me.

“Charlotte?”

“Hey, Mr. Ewing,” I chirp.

He stares at me for a moment, unease in his stare. “You, uh, here again?”

“Kinda failed the last time,” I say with an embarrassed smile.

He returns my smile with one of his own. “Don’t worry about it. Everyone makes mistakes. I know I have.” He pauses as though he’s waiting for me to agree, but I don’t know anything about his life. “Right, hopefully they put you in my class again.”

“We’ll see. Headed to get my schedule now.” I gently pull my arm from his grip. “See you around.”

He winks at me. “Absolutely. I’m always around if you need help with anything.”

“Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

He holds my stare for a moment longer before waving. I watch him walk off, wondering what that was all about. It’s then I feel it.

Burning heat.

Anger.

Hate.

My hackles rise, wondering how Ryan managed to get here. I fight the rising panic, swallowing down bile that threatens to spew. As though drawn to the source by a magnetic pull, I drag my gaze up to lock eyes with familiar green eyes.

Cal?

I frown, confused as to why he’s here.

“Char, hon, you’re going to be late,” Aunt Karen says, poking her head out of the office door. “Here.” She thrusts my schedule at me.

I snatch it without looking at it, my attention darting back over to Cal. He looks ridiculously out of place in the school. For one, he’s the hottest guy here standing easily at six-foot-five, solid with sculpted muscle that strains against his button-down dress shirt, and his chocolate hair styled into a messy, just-fucked way. I tense when he strides our way, the menacing glare transforming into an easy, fun smile I’ve always known him to have until I smashed into his best friend.

“What’s he doing here?” I choke out, no longer feeling confident like I had been all morning. Surely he won’t say something cruel in front of my aunt.

“Mr. Hutton,” Aunt Karen says, smirking. “Try to behave. You’re one of us now, son.”

I snap my head his way, my mouth open in shock. “Y-You’re a teacher here? How?”

“Pre-Calculus. I didn’t know what I wanted to do after I nearly lost my best friend to an accident.” His words linger in the air like knives pointed at me, ready to rain down. “But Ms. Frazier here told me the school lost their senior Pre-Calculus teacher. Here I am.”

“Don’t you like have to be certified or something?” I demand, my voice growing shrill.

“His degree is in Finance,” Aunt Karen explains. “And he took the teacher certifications this summer. He’s qualified. Don’t worry.”

“But, if you think you’re getting any special favors from me, you’re wrong,” he practically growls. “I’ll be hard on you. Probably harder than everyone else.”

I can’t believe this guy.

Aunt Karen smiles and nods in agreement. That’s always been her thing. Not giving us special treatment even though she’s our aunt. Now, she thinks she’s rubbed off on him. In reality, he’s boldly telling her that he’s going to be an asshole to me.

And she freaking agrees.

I lift my schedule and frown to see his name on my schedule for my first class. The bell rings, making me jump.

“You’re late,” Cal says. “Detention.”

Aunt Karen cackles and smacks his arm. “Get to class both of you. Be nice, Hutton, or I’ll make you scrape gum off desks.”

He holds up his hands, flashing her a mischievous grin. “Yes, ma’am.”

Unbelievable.

My new enemy is my damn teacher.

I cannot wait to tell Loden. He’s going to laugh his ass off and then help me plan his demise. Leaving Cal, I stalk down the hall, fuming. This isn’t about him finding a job, coincidentally at my school. It’s about him making good on a promise to terrorize me. If he’s gone this far, there’s no telling what he’ll do next.

Like Ryan?

My heart rate speeds up when I hit the stairwell that’s now empty. I’ve just made it to the landing when heavy footfalls thud behind me. I let out a shriek when Cal grabs my hand, stopping me.

“Wait,” he growls.

I nearly stumble as I back myself against the wall. My eyes dart down and then up as I calculate the quickest escape. Panic seizes me and I slam my eyes shut. A low whimper crawls out of my throat.

“Please don’t hurt me,” I whisper.

Strong fingers grip my jaw in a gentle way. He tilts my head up and I’m forced to inhale his woodsy scent. Pine and fresh mountain air.

“Look at me, little girl.”

I open my eyes, blinking back tears.

“I’m not Cuntingham,” he murmurs, bringing his face close enough to mine that I see slivers of blue hidden in his green orbs. “I don’t hurt little girls.”

“But you said—”

“That I’d make your life a living hell?” His grin is wolfish. He’s a predator and this little mouse—as Jordy calls me—is trapped under the cat’s paw, his claws sharp and threatening but don’t pierce. Yet.

“Cal—”

“Mr. Hutton,” he snaps. “That’s how you’ll refer to me from now on.” He releases me and takes a step back, hate making his green eyes seem to glow. “Collect yourself and then get in that classroom. Right up front so I can make sure you don’t flunk out again, loser.”

He turns and takes the stairs up two at a time.

How did two and a half months of working on myself just crumble in one encounter?

With shaky hands, I pull my phone out of my jeans pocket and send a text to Lo.

Me: I accept your marriage proposal. Hurry. Come pick me up and let’s ride off into the sunset before the assholes catch up.

Lo: Who do I need to kill? Everyone?

Me: One stupidly hot dickhead teacher.

Lo: Can I fuck him first?

Me: I can’t do this.

Lo: You can and you will. Go, baby. Seize the motherfucking day.

With tears in my eyes, I march up the steps, ready to face the dragon I’m going to have to slay one way or another. Because that’s who I am now. Not meek, broken Charlotte. No, I’m a phoenix. I’ve risen from the ashes. I have battle wounds and claws.

Cal thinks I’ll be some little pet mouse he can toy with?

He’s wrong.

I am strong. I am brave. I am worthy.

I am woman, hear me roar.
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Cal

 

The class goes from laughing and cutting up to utter silence when I saunter into the room. Most of these kids were at Campfire Chaos. Little wannabe Hoodlums. I stop at the front of the class, skimming my gaze over each and every one of them. Several girls blush when my eyes pass over them with disinterest.

“Be ready to work your ass off or fail. Your choice.” A few kids snigger as I set my bag down on top of my desk. “Open your Chromebooks and start the pretest I’ve loaded. You have the class period to work on it, but I want it submitted when the bell rings.”

“What about the syllabus?” someone asks. “Usually the teachers go over it the first day.”

“You can go over it for homework. We’re not taking class time to do it,” I bark out.

A guy named Otis raises his hand like an idiot.

“What?” I demand, crossing my arms over my chest.

“Do we call you Cal?”

Charlotte chooses this moment to enter the classroom. Her chin is lifted, an impassive expression on her face. If I didn’t see tears in her eyes moments before, I would’ve never known she was trembling like a leaf.

“What do they call me, Miss English?” I ask, my eyebrow arched.

Her nostrils flare, but she meets my stare without faltering. “Mr. Hutton.”

The sarcastic, bitchy way she says it has my blood boiling. I’d almost felt sorry for her in the stairwell when she thought I was a piece of shit like Cuntingham. Not now. I point to the empty seat up front and then take my seat behind my desk. Yesterday, I came up to the classroom and got it ready. When Karen said she needed a teacher, I felt like it’d kill a few birds with one stone. I needed a job for one. Being able to keep an eye on Tierra is a major plus. Finally, I can keep tabs on the mega bitch who nearly killed my best friend.

I don’t give Charlotte the lesson instruction, but she’s smart. She’ll figure it out. With a quick glance at the girl next to her, she figures out what she’s supposed to be doing and pulls out her Chromebook. Where most of the kids are still cutting up or staring my way, Charlotte has already gotten to work. While she works, I study her features one by one.

Intelligent, intense blue eyes.

Cute, perky nose.

A mouth I spend a little too much time staring at.

She’s different than I last saw her when she was trying to steal her brother’s pain pills. For one, her long hair has been cut into a stylish, shorter way that makes her seem a little older than her eighteen years. Her makeup isn’t overly done, just enough to highlight her big blue eyes and juicy dick sucking lips.

My cock twitches to my annoyance. It’s not my fault I notice girls’ lips. I like getting head and can usually tell who’ll be good at it based on the shape and softness of their lips. And almost always, those lips match those between their thighs. I suppress a groan. I don’t want to think about Charlotte’s fucking cunt.

Dragging my gaze away from her sexy mouth, I lock eyes with the girl next to her. Her cheeks blaze crimson. She makes a great show of crossing her legs, letting her skirt ride up to expose her thighs. As soon as she sees that I notice, she raises her hand.

“What?”

She doesn’t bristle at my harsh question. Charlotte looks up from her assignment, frowning my way.

“I have a question. Can I come ask it?” the girl purrs.

I give her a clipped nod. The girl slides out of her seat, sashaying my way. Her top is low-cut and when she reaches my desk, she leans forward, giving me a prime view of her cleavage.

“What’s your name?” I demand.

“Heidi Fulton.” She bites down on her thin bottom lip. “I’m really bad at math. Do you offer any tutoring after school?” Her eyes drop down to my crotch. “Or ways I could earn extra credit?”

“Miss Fulton,” I state in a cold tone, “are you propositioning a teacher?”

She bats her lashes, unfazed. “It’s just you, Cal.”

“Go to the office.”

Her smile falls. “What? Why?”

“Dress code.”

Heidi recoils as though I’ve struck her. “What’s wrong with my clothes?”

“We can see your red panties, Heidi Ho,” a dude named Joey calls out. “Seriously. Desperate much?”

The girl glowers at me and I shrug. She stomps over to her desk, throwing her shit into her bag, and then storms from the room. I pull out my laptop and then shoot Karen an email to be expecting the bitch—though I say it in a more appropriate way—who’ll need to borrow some gym clothes for the rest of the day. When I look back at Charlotte, she’s focused on her computer.

I’ll give it to her. She’s trying. We were all a part of her life until she got mixed up with Ryan. I’m not stupid. I know how he infected and ruined her. It’s her fault, though, for being so fucking weak. She’s not weak, yet she let him make her that way. And because of it, Terrence had to pay.

She seems okay now. Rehab was good to her. But after seeing her with Wes this morning, I wonder for how long she’ll be okay. He somehow got to Roux and the shit he tried to pull on her still makes me see red. One of these days, I’m going to get that motherfucker back. Seeing him with Charlotte was jarring. As much as I hate this bitch, I hate him a thousand times more. He’s a weasel rapist. Had I not intervened… He’d be dead. Jordy and Roan would have murdered his ass. Hell, I almost did. If this asshole gets the chance, he’ll do it again, and the way he had his eyes set on Charlotte tells me all I need to know. He thinks it’ll be her next.

I should warn her.

Be the good guy.

Fuck that.

I have my own agenda with Charlotte. Doesn’t mean I can’t warn off Wes, though. If he touches her, I’ll bash his fucking skull in with my boot. I’ll make sure he knows not to fuck with her or else.

Charlotte closes her Chromebook long before everyone else. She has a smug smile on her face. It annoys me. She flunked out last year because she fucked up her life. This shouldn’t be easy for her. I click onto the digital classroom dashboard and find the submitted pretests. Hers is the only one so far. I press on her name, quickly glancing over the 50/50 grade to skim through her answers.

Interesting.

So she’s a smart nerd like the rat?

I grit my teeth and load the homework assignment plus an extra credit one that’s hard as shit. The other students begin to populate as they submit their pretests the closer to the bell we get. The average grade is a 30/50.

Before the bell rings, I stand and address the class. “Homework and extra credit. Most of you are going to need it. Come to class with your heads on tomorrow. No more goofing around.”

The bell rings and people gather their things, getting ready to leave. Charlotte moves quickly, no doubt eager to bail. Just as she stands, I call her name.

A crease forms between her eyebrows as she frowns at me. Like a good little mouse she approaches me. She’s much shorter than me, so she has to crane her head up to look at me. I inhale her scent. Some perfume I don’t recognize, but one that I like. Unfortunately. She arches a blond brow in question.

“Did you cheat?” I taunt, knowing full well she didn’t.

She rolls her eyes. “Can we have a truce or are you going to really do this?”

“We’re doing this,” I say with a wolfish grin. “I promised you, English, we were going to do this. I’m a lot of things. A player. An asshole. A smartass. But what I’m not is a liar. When I promise something, I always make good on it.”

“I could transfer,” she threatens. “Tell Aunt Karen you’re a dick.”

“She knows I’m a dick,” I tell her with a shrug. “I spent more time in her office getting my ass reamed than I ever did in class.”

“You’re obnoxious,” she grumbles. “I have to get to class.”

“You have Ewing?”

Her features soften. “Literature.”

“Careful, blondie,” I say, dropping my gaze to her lips. “He likes to play with little girls.”

She smirks, taking a step backward. “Good thing I’m not one.”

Like fuck she ain’t.

The girl is young and small and innocent.

When she reaches the door, she looks over her shoulder, holds up her middle finger, kisses the pad of her finger, and blows me a kiss. My stupid dick reacts to her sassy act.

“Detention,” I threaten.

She just fucking laughs.
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The moment he enters the teacher’s lounge, he knows he’s fucked up. This is the first time I’ve been alone with him since the whole Roux incident. To say he’s been avoiding me is an understatement.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Ewing,” I say in a menacing tone. “Rape any little girls today?”

He flinches, looking over his shoulder. “I didn’t rape anyone.”

I approach, taking joy in the fact he cowers beneath my imposing form. “Yet.”

“Whatever, man,” he grumbles, attempting to sidestep me.

Grabbing his stupid tie, I twist it in my fist, drawing him to my face. “If I see you as much as look at anyone at this school, I will go to your house and drown you in your fucking bathtub.”

His eyes widen and he swallows. “I’m not touching anyone!”

“Damn right,” I growl. “Don’t go near Charlotte.”

I shove him away from me when we hear voices just outside the door. Now that he feels safe, he straightens and backs himself toward the exit.

“Charlotte failed,” he says. “Technically she’s an adult.”

I am going to murder this fucker.

“Last I checked, rape is illegal in all states, dickwad.”

“It’s not rape if she wants it,” he sneers.

With those maddening words, he bolts out of the teacher’s lounge. So help me, if that piece of shit touches her, I am going to skin him alive.

Why?

Because she’s mine to torment.

She and I have beef. Beef that doesn’t involve anyone else. Just us. This is our thing and I won’t have some pathetic sleazeball fucking with what’s mine.

I hate that warmth spreads through my veins at that thought.

Mine.

It’s not like I’m blind. She’s hot and has a banging body. Legal too. If I didn’t hate her guts, I’d be down to fuck that bitch any day of the week.

But our circumstances are different.

I don’t plan on fucking her.

I just want to fuck with her.

I’ll be damned if I let Wes Ewing change that.


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

Charlotte

 

I scan the lunchroom, only wincing slightly when I realize my close friends are no longer here. They’ve all moved on. Penny has a different lunch than me, so I can’t even sit with her. Lovely. Oh well. I’ll just text with Roux and Loden. I grab a chicken sandwich and a water before heading toward a table of girls I know. Several are cheerleaders who were a grade below me.

“Hey,” I chirp, forcing a bright smile. “Can I sit here?”

A girl named Shellie smiles at me. “Of course—”

“No,” Heidi says, rising to her feet so that we’re eye level. “The trash sits there.” She points to a garbage can.

I skim my gaze down her front, taking in her gym clothes she was forced to change into after Cal sent her to the office. “Why am I trash?” I arch a brow, subtly indicating she’s the one looking like a hot mess right now.

Several girls giggle and she silences them with a glare. Then, she turns her hazel eyes back on me.

“Everyone knows what a whore you were last year. You slept with three guys at once. There were pictures that went around.” She scoffs. “Is that where you disappeared to? To get rid of all those diseases? Did it take them a long time to pick out all the crabs?”

Reminders of the crap Ryan pulled creep up on me like a cloying fog. So often he’d make me pliable with the pills he’d all but force down my throat. I could have said no. I could have fought it. But I didn’t. I became what they said. A whore.

“You know nothing about me,” I say finally, my voice steady despite the way I barely contain a tremble. “Nothing.”

A guy named Rowdy starts cackling. “Fight! Fight! Fight! But can you do it naked? I totally want to see Heidi and Charlotte wrestle around naked.”

“You don’t belong here,” Heidi states, not backing down and ignoring the idiot who’s chanting. “Maybe you should sit at the whores’ table instead with the Rockford reject.”

She points to a girl sitting alone.

“Does Coach Jenner know what a scathing bitch you are?” I ask, cocking my head to the side. “She’s been known to kick people off the squad for bullying.”

Heidi’s eyes flare with anger. “I’ll deny it. But you can’t exactly deny this.” She pulls her phone out of her gym shorts pocket, flips right to a picture, and holds it up for me to look at.

I’m stunned speechless seeing the picture. I knew they existed—vaguely remember them being taken—but didn’t realize they’d been spread to bitches like Heidi to use against me as ammunition.

She’s too busy glaring at me in triumph to notice the imposing presence behind me. My skin prickles at his nearness. A strong, toned arm with a dress shirt rolled up to the elbow reaches past me, snatching the phone right out of her hand.

“What’s this?” Cal demands.

Heidi audibly gulps, her eyes wide with terror. “N-Nothing. I was telling her she should delete these before they get in the wrong hands.”

“I should make you go visit Ms. Frazier again,” he growls, “because having pictures of underage teens performing sexual acts is a crime that carries time, Miss Fulton. Do you feel like going to jail today?”

Heidi whimpers, no longer the badass she was moments ago. I wonder why Cal is coming to my aid, but I don’t argue it. Not over this. I want these pictures gone and this dealt with. I already have too much on my plate as it is.

“I’m deleting this now.” He messes with her phone and then glowers at the table filled with wide-eyed teens. “If I hear so much as a whisper that any of you have these pictures on your phones, I will bring the police here in a heartbeat so they can investigate every damn one of you.”

Kids start scrambling to open their phones, no doubt worried at what Cal threatens. I could kiss him right now in thanks. He grabs my elbow and then motions at the table—now named the whores’ table—with Heidi’s phone where the girl sits alone.

“Sit over there,” he rumbles, his hard voice holding no room for argument.

The girl—a beautiful black girl with a Rockford hoodie on—grins our way. I decide she’s clearly an outcast like me and could use some company. Before I get far away, I hear Cal tell Heidi he’s keeping her phone until the end of the day and she can pick it up after school from the office.

I set my bottle of water and chicken sandwich down before sitting across from the girl. Extending my hand across the table, I shake hers.

“I’m Charlotte English. Nice to meet you.”

Her eyes widen for a moment, and then they dart over to Cal. “Wait? You’re—”

“The girl who put your cousin in a coma?” Cal offers, taking the seat right next to me. “That’s her.”

My heart skips a beat. This is Terrence’s cousin? Guilt swallows me up and I fear I might drown in it. Two people at this table who are directly affected by my actions. I want to apologize for the millionth time, but what good would that do? He’s still in a coma.

The girl narrows her eyes, her nostrils flaring. Now that I’m looking at her, I do see the similarities in her and Terrence. You can tell they’re family. Same eye shape and way they smile, though she’s not smiling now.

Great. Another enemy to add to the list.

“I’m sorry,” I say to the girl. “I really am.” Emotion clogs my throat as I tear my gaze from hers to pick at the edge of the chicken sandwich wrapper. “I can’t change what happened. I wish I could. I really wish I could.”

Cal makes a derisive, hateful snort.

“I’m Tierra,” the girl states.

I meet her eyes and they’re no longer blazing with anger. She’s softened, seemingly at Cal’s response to me.

Cal lets out a heavy, resigned sigh. “Right. So moving on. Tierra here is new. A Rockford transfer. She knows all about bitches trying to ruin her life. I thought you two might have something in common.” He slaps the table and stands. “Look after my cousin, English.”

With those confusing words, he leaves.

“Cousin?” I ask, studying her.

“More like brother from another mother,” she says as she takes a bite of her sandwich.

We both eat in amicable silence before she crumples her wrapper up and openly stares at me. I try not to squirm under her intense glare. I’m unable to finish my sandwich, leaving half of it on the wrapper uneaten.

“Cal is hurting right now.” Her words are soft, but they cut through me like a hot knife in butter.

My eyes water and I bite on my bottom lip to keep the emotion at bay.

“He’ll go back to the annoying asshole we all love and adore, though,” she assures me. “I still can’t believe he took this job to look after me. Taking the whole big brother vibe to the next level.”

“He came here for you?”

She purses her lips, eyes darting to the cheerleader table before meeting mine. “I left on bad terms at my old school. To get away from what I did.”

“Something happened?”

“That picture that bimbo bitch was threatening you with,” she says, her voice low so no one hears. “I had a lot. Someone sent them to the whole school. Since I’m underage, the police got involved. It’s a huge mess.”

Cal was right.

I do have something in common with this girl.

“Are you okay?” I ask, reaching forward to take her hand, needing to connect with her.

Vulnerability shines in her brown eyes. “I will be.” She swallows, not letting go of my hand. “I sent them to an older man. I loved him. I thought…well, I thought wrong.” Bitterness hangs in the air.

“Guys are such assholes,” I agree, giving her a soft smile. “My ex fucked me up bad.”

Paxton walks up to our table, a perverted grin on his face. “Oh, fuck, yes. Lesbians. Let me watch.” He makes a great show of pretending his fingers are a pussy that he’s licking.

I yank my hand from hers, whipping my head toward the jerk. Tierra and I gape at him in disgust until someone nails him in the head with a chicken sandwich, mayonnaise splattering over his cheek.

“What the fuck?” he roars.

Penny walks over, a bored expression on her face. “Oops. My bad. I thought you were the trash can.” She plops down beside me. “I got my schedule changed. Figured you’d miss me, sis.”

I’ve never been so happy to see my sister.

Paxton is glaring at her with murderous rage in his eyes. Penny ignores him as she picks up the other half of my sandwich.

“Can I have this?” she asks. “I fed mine to a dog.”

He storms off, slipping on the sandwich mess, making the cafeteria erupt in laughter when he falls on one knee.

As soon as he’s gone, Penny crumples up the empty wrapper and talks over the food she’s chewing. “He’s an even bigger douchebag this year.”

“You think,” I mutter.

“Who’s the traitor?” Penny asks, pointing a finger at Tierra.

“Terrence’s cousin. Tierra.”

Penny whips her head toward Tierra. “No shit?”

Tierra tenses under Penny’s scrutiny. “I’m not a traitor. I just moved here. I don’t exactly have Hood River clothes yet.”

“You look familiar. You ball?” Penny asks, nodding at her hoodie.

“T is my cousin and Cal practically is too. You think I grew up with those knuckleheads and didn’t learn to ball?” She stands up and turns around so we can see her number ten on her back.

Penny grins. “Our team will be super shitty this year since all the good people graduated. You gonna try out in December?”

Tierra sits back down, hope shining in her eyes. “I thought about it, but like you said, I’m a traitor coming from Rockford.”

“So?” Penny says, stealing my water bottle. She gulps some down before replacing the cap. “Coach Peterson will do anything to make her job easier. She’s pregnant and by the time our season starts, she’ll pop out that baby. If we want scholarships, we have to get noticed.”

I don’t interrupt to remind her Dad will pay for us to go wherever we want. Penny likes earning things on her own, so I don’t intervene.

“Yeah, I’ll try out,” Tierra says. “Don’t be pissed when I run circles around you, though.”

Penny barks out a loud laugh. “Funny. Nice try, Rockford.”

“Oh, honey,” Tierra replies, her black eyebrow arching up playfully, “I don’t have to try. I was born to play.”

“We’ll see.” Penny rises and ruffles my hair. “See you later, sis. I’m going to the park after school to practice. You coming with us, baller?”

Tierra nods. “Yeah, I’ll come play.”

“Find something orange,” Penny tells her. “Rockford red makes my eyes hurt.”

As soon as she leaves, the bell rings. I stand up and wait for Tierra to gather her stuff. We walk side by side out of the lunchroom toward the English wing of the building.

“Your sister seems nice,” Tierra says. “I was worried about coming to school here.”

Penny? Nice? Not exactly two words I’d use in the same sentence to describe my sister, but I’m glad Tierra feels comfortable around her.

“Not everyone is bad like Heidi and Paxton,” I assure her. I cringe, realizing I fall into that category, though, since I hit Terrence. “And me.”

Tierra stops and tugs at a short blond strand of my hair. “I’m not Cal.”

“He’s justified in hating me,” I mutter. “It’s okay if you hate me too.”

Her lips curl into a smirk. “Hate? Not exactly how I’d describe how Cal feels about you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Please, honey,” she says with a laugh. “He practically inhaled you at lunch. And coming to your rescue like a knight in shining armor? That boy has it bad.”

I shake my head. “No. He hates me. Promised to make my life a living hell.”

“He’d never actually hurt you,” she tells me, conviction in her tone. “He’s a Hoodlum, not a monster.”

“No, that’s my ex,” I grumble.

“Your ex put his hands on you?”

I don’t like spilling my secrets, but she already told me hers. “Yeah. I’m repeating twelfth grade because…” I sigh. “I don’t remember much of last year. Just being with Ryan. Taking whatever pills Ryan shoved down my throat. Always walking on eggshells so Ryan wouldn’t get angry.” Absently, I rub at my neck where he used to like to grab me.

“Ryan sounds like a total dick,” Tierra hisses. “Where’s he at now?”

“He went to OSU. Over the summer, he tried to get back with me.”

“You told his manipulating ass no, right?”

“I blocked him.” I point at my hair. “After I whacked my hair and sent a snotty picture of myself to him.” A crazed giggle escapes me. “Then I went to rehab.”

“You went and got your shit together, huh?”

“Still trying,” I admit.

“I got your back, sis,” she tells me, smiling.

“I really am sorr—”

“I know.” She cuts me off with a wave of her hand. “T would die if he knew how badly this eats you up. I know my cousin. He’s a lover, not a fighter. When T wakes up, you can apologize to him. You can’t keep beating yourself up over it.”

“I should have never gotten behind the wheel with Ryan.” I choke on a sob.

She steps closer, taking my hand. “And you think Ryan would have allowed you to tell him no?”

Her words have my shoulders slumping and my eyes slamming shut. I remember the way he dragged me away from the party we were at. The grip on my wrist was so tight. His vicious words. Cruel and hateful, stabbing me everywhere all at once. The way he threw me in the car—

The bell rings, jarring me from my nightmares.

Tierra gives me a sympathetic look, squeezes my hand, and then leaves.

“You okay?”

I turn toward the voice. Mr. Ewing. His smile is soft and concerned.

“Yes, great,” I lie.

He winks at me. “Better get to your next class. I’ll let you pass this time and not give you detention.”

“Thanks,” I say with a light laugh.

“No problem. See you in class later. There’ll be a desk right up front with your name written all over it.” He grins. “Don’t fall asleep this time. If you fail again, I’ll think you’re just trying to find ways to spend more time with me.”

I roll my eyes and head toward my next class. “Bye, Mr. Ewing.”
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Cal

 

I thought school would be a drag, but it turns out I like bossing little fuckers around. It makes me realize, though, how young everyone is. Having them at Campfire Chaos was a bad idea—one I’m not looking to repeat anytime soon. They’re all immature shitheads. No wonder Jordy and Roan grew the hell up. It’s long past time I do the same.

After gathering my bag, I lock my classroom and head down the hall toward the employee parking lot. I see Wes striding across campus toward his white Jeep. My legs eat up the distance so I can get in my truck and follow him. He pulls out of the parking lot, his tires squealing, and starts past the student parking lot. As soon as he passes an orange Jeep full of girls about to exit, he slows so he can gawk and wave. The blonde up front in the passenger seat waves back.

Fucking English.

I slow down once the orange Jeep pulls out. Penny—who I notice is driving—hauls ass past me and Wes. Tierra’s in the backseat with them. What the fuck. Like a caravan of fucking idiots, we drive to the park. Wes, in his haste to ogle little girls, pulls in after them. He calls out something to Penny, pointing at her Jeep. She pretends she’s sucking a dick and then flips him off.

I like that little brat.

He starts to get out, but I pull up so close to his Jeep, he won’t be able to open his door. I lean my head out the window and holler at Tierra.

“Let’s go, princess.”

Tierra shakes her head. “I’m gonna play ball with Penny. She said she’d run me back to Grandma’s car later.”

I glance over at Charlotte, who’s watching Wes with a frown as he slowly tries to move his precious Jeep away from my truck without scraping his vehicle.

“I’m not leaving you here where perverts like Wes can jerk off to.” I shut off the truck and climb out.

Tierra rolls her eyes and then trots off to catch up to Penny. Charlotte crosses her arms over her chest, waiting. For him?

Fuck him.

I grab my bag and pull the strap over my head before sauntering over to her. “Let’s go, loser.”

She huffs but doesn’t fight me when I sling an arm over her shoulders. That asshole needs to know these girls are off-limits. He has eyes for Charlotte, and I’ll be damned if I let him touch her.

“What do you have against Mr. Ewing?” she asks. “Or is this part of my punishment?”

I grit my teeth, refusing to tell her I’m saving her ass. “I told you, English. A living hell. That’s your life now with me in it. Are you frustrated yet?”

A squeal of tires has us stopping. Wes has finally made it away from my truck and hightails it down the road. Charlotte turns to look up at me, standing too close for comfort. With the afternoon sun shining on her blond hair, the golden strands glisten. Small freckles I hadn’t noticed before can be seen beneath her light layer of makeup. And those lips…goddamn.

She licks them in a nervous way and then her brows pinch together. “Thank you.”

I blink away lust-filled thoughts of where I’d like her juicy lips. “What?”

“For lunch. What you did about those pictures.”

Red hot fury floods through me. I’d been pissed at seeing her with those guys, naked and clearly fucked up. And for Heidi to be sharing it? I was livid.

“There’s a time and place for porn,” I say in a flippant tone. “Not school.”

“It wasn’t porn,” she mutters.

“What was it?”

“A mistake.”

“So you don’t readily take three dicks at once?”

She huffs. “I didn’t take three dicks at once.”

“There were three dicks in the pictures. Small ones, but there were three.”

“I don’t remember all the details,” she grumbles. “Ryan said it was just him and me. The others just watched.”

Ryan said.

Her words grate on my nerves.

“What if he said wrong?” I taunt, my voice dropping several octaves. I reach up and run my knuckle down her delicate throat, overcome with the need to touch her. “What if he said it was just him, but the whole school had a turn with you? You were too fucked up to notice.”

Worry shines in her blue eyes that seem extra sparkly in the sun. “I got tested while in the hospital. I haven’t been with anyone since. He didn’t use condoms a lot of the times. It was a sudden decision, but I wanted to make sure he didn’t give me anything.”

Her confession makes my heart rate speed up, making me blurt out my next words. “Come to Campfire Chaos Friday.”

“What? But you hate—”

“I do,” I agree. “But she doesn’t.”

She follows my gaze over to Tierra. Both she and Penny are aggressive as fuck as they play one on one. Tierra is grinning, so at least she’s having fun.

“I don’t think Mom will let me go,” Charlotte says, turning to face me. “After all that went down and all the parties I got in trouble at, she won’t allow it.”

I slide a finger into her front pocket, pulling her to me. “I wasn’t asking, English. I was telling you to come.” I move my finger in and out of her pocket like I’d love to do to her pussy despite my anger arguing otherwise. “Tell Kelsey it’ll be just us Hoodlums.”

She grabs my wrist, stopping my suggestive movement, her breasts jiggling as she sucks in air. “I’m not a Hoodlum.”

“You’re my Hoodlum,” I grind out. “I thought I’ve made that perfectly clear.”

“To torment,” she grumbles. “Not to join your ranks.”

I shrug. “Still mine.”

“Cal…”

“Mr. Hutton,” I growl.

Her blue eyes flash with annoyance. “I’m not calling you that outside of school.”

“When you’re on your knees sucking my dick, you can call me Cal. If I’m deep inside your cunt, you can call me Cal. The only times, loser.” I take her hand and bring it to where my dick strains in my slacks. “What’ll it be? Ready to get down right here? Call me Cal while you choke on my cock?”

She squeezes my dick, making me groan, and stands on her toes so we’re almost face to face. “I’ll stick to calling you Mr. Hutton because I will never reduce myself to being someone’s doormat ever again.” She licks her lips, making my cock jolt in her grip. “I’m sure Heidi would love to suck you off and call you Cal. Maybe you could do it in detention. Isn’t that every dirty teacher’s fantasy? To fuck the young thing over his desk and hope no one walks in.”

I grip her jaw, angling her head up so our lips nearly touch. “You’re not a little mouse after all, are you, English? You’re a teasing bitch with claws.”

“And teeth,” she breathes. “I’m not afraid to use them now.”

“If you fuck Wes, I’ll kill you both.”

She laughs. “Why would I fuck Wes?”

“Because he won’t stop until he has you,” I growl, anger dripping from my words. “He’ll turn you into that weak little piece of shit you were when you were with Ryan.”

“I’m not weak,” she hisses. “Not anymore.”

“Then don’t fuck him and we won’t have a problem.”

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were jealous.”

I glower at her, but unable to keep the anger in place because her hand is still on my motherfucking dick. Seemed like a great idea at the time.

“Not jealous,” I rumble. “Just protecting my assets.” Dipping low, I bring my mouth to her ear. “Keep touching my dick, though, and we will have a problem.”

She pulls her hand away and then presses her palm to the center of my chest where I’m sure she can feel the way my heart hammers inside. “Your dick is going to get you in trouble one day.” She pushes until we’re at a respectable distance and then drops her hand.

“Find a way to get there on Friday,” I instruct. “Go with Roux if you think that’ll make your mom relax. If I need to come pick you up myself, I will. No matter what, your ass better be there.”

“So I can hang out with Tierra? All this for that?”

“And the fact that you owe me.” I challenge with a glare that begs her to argue. “You took Terrence from my side, so now you have to stand in his place.”

“I’m not sleeping with you, Mr. Hutton.”

“You never had a problem telling Cuntingham no,” I taunt. The cruel words have the fire bleeding from her and her shoulders hunching.

“He never took no for an answer.” She lifts her chin. “No matter how much you hate me, you’ll never be that monster.”

She turns on her heel and I watch her ass jiggle as she walks away. Fuck this girl. Why does she have me so twisted up? My dick is down to play, but my mind is warped over what the fuck she did to my man.

I may not be some rapist or abusive asshole, but Charlotte is mine. The moment she stole from me, I vowed to myself, I’d take it all back from her. I’ll never be able to make T recover—that’s between him and God—but I can make Charlotte feel my pain. It’s only fair since she caused it.

“Hey, loser,” I call out, cupping my hands so the sound carries. “You better show up Friday. I won’t accept a no on this.”

She gives me a stupid, sarcastic thumbs-up that boils my blood. “See you around, Hoodlum.”
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Charlotte

 

I yawn as I listen to Loden strum his guitar. It’s quiet in the house as everyone sleeps. I’m tired, but my mind is racing. I keep replaying what happened with Cal over and over in my mind. He’s confusing because I’d almost say he likes me, but then he opens his mouth, spewing mean stuff.

“You doing okay, Lo?” I ask, holding up my phone to look at him.

He’d propped up his phone against his dresser and is sitting in a chair beside his bed, his acoustic guitar perched in his lap. Shirtless, all of his tattoos are on display. When he plays, I hear whatever he’s feeling inside. It comes out through his music. It went from something hard to almost sad sounding.

His head lifts, his dark brown eyes widened in surprise. “Why do you ask?”

“You seem sad.”

He runs his fingers through his inky black hair, his bicep bulging. Even though he’s tall and lean, he’s cut with just enough muscle to look good. “Just thinking.”

“Thinking gets people like us in trouble. Talking is what saves us,” I parrot Carrie.

A chuckle rumbles through the line. “Fine. I had a fight with my dad.”

“And?”

“He thinks I need more therapy.”

“Are you wanting to use?” I ask, worry trickling through me.

“No,” he mutters. “I’m okay there. About other stuff.”

“Like…”

“He thinks my being gay was because I was always fucked up. Now that I’m sober, I can straighten out my sex life too.” He shakes his head. “Why is he such an asshole?”

“My dad was that way with Hollis. He’s okay with it now. Maybe your dad will come around.”

“Your brother settled down with some hot firefighter. I’m fucking anything with a dick in a ten-mile radius. If I had someone to love, I think Dad would accept it. He doesn’t understand casual sex, especially with men.”

“What does Mena say?”

“She thinks the pressure is too much.”

“From your dad?”

“No. This life.” He sighs. “I love music. But this life? It’s overwhelming.”

I wish I could hug him.

“Lo,” I murmur. “Promise me if you ever feel too overwhelmed, you’ll come see me. Please.”

“Yeah, baby, I will.” He flashes me his fake smile. “You still daydreaming over Cal the naughty teacher?”

“I’m not daydreaming.”

“You probably have your hand in your panties diddling your Skittle while thinking of him.”

I laugh. “Don’t be a freak.”

“I mean, I’m not into chicks, but I wouldn’t say no to watching.” He waggles his black eyebrows at me. “Wanna show me what all the fuss is about?”

“Then you’ll really need therapy,” I say, grinning. “Remember? You hate sweaty vaginas.”

He shudders. “I was just trying to make you feel better, but you’re right. Keep your kitty cat in her cage.”

Loden goes back to playing a song, this one more upbeat. My mind drifts to this afternoon. How I had my hand on Cal’s dick. A text comes through.

Unknown Number: Meet me outside.

“Oh God. He seriously is not here right now,” I grumble.

“Hot teacher?”

“Yeah,” I mumble. “I guess he must have gotten my number from Hollis. I’ll call you tomorrow. Be good, Lo.”

He grins. “I’d say the same for you, but I’d prefer you be very bad with Cal so we have something interesting to talk about later.”

I flip him off. “Bye.”

“Bye, baby.”

We hang up and I don’t bother throwing jeans on. I’m wearing cotton shorts and a sweatshirt, but it’s still warm outside being that it’s August. I toss my phone on the bed before sliding on flip-flops and sneaking down the stairs.

I unlock the door, push it open, and close it behind me, scanning the driveway, looking for Cal’s obnoxious truck.

“Cal?” I whisper into the darkness. “What do you want?”

Someone approaches from the side of the porch, swiftly and angrily, but stops just inches from me.

“Cal? Why the fuck would Cal be here?”

I freeze, terror sending ice shooting down my spine. “Ryan?”

He reaches a hand up and I flinch, not at all interested in the pain he’ll inflict. Another step forward and the moon reveals his face. His frown indicates he doesn’t understand why I’d pull away from him.

“You need to leave,” I state, trying and failing to keep my voice steady.

“I’m not leaving, babe.”

“I’m not your babe anymore,” I remind him. “Leave.”

“Charlotte—”

“Leave or I will scream,” I threaten, tears already forming in my eyes.

He pounces, his palm landing on my mouth, and he shoves me against the front door. My head bounces off the wood, dizzying me. His hips pin me, his arousal evident in the way it stabs me. One of his strong hands grips my throat.

I whimper, hating how weak I sound. I squirm to no avail. Ryan has always been stronger than me. Meaner. My hands grab at his wrist, trying to pull him from my neck.

“Stop fucking moving,” he seethes. “I just want to talk and you’re making this difficult. Calm the fuck down and I’ll let go.”

My body goes slack instantly, praying he’ll be good on his word. Hot tears flood down my cheeks, soaking his hand that still covers my mouth.

“I drove two hours to come see you.” He inhales my hair. “And the first thing that comes out of your mouth is another guy’s name?” His grip on my neck relaxes, allowing my breathing to not be so labored. He squeezes my breast and then slides his hand into my shorts. “This is still mine.”

I sob when he enters me roughly with one finger.

“There,” he croons. “I missed this pussy. There aren’t any girls at OSU like you, Char. You’re special. That’s why we have to make this work. I won’t be in Corvallis forever.”

It hurts as he jabs at my insides. I claw at his arm, trying to pull him off me.

“You know I prefer it when you’re compliant. Do you need something to calm down? Stay really still.” He pulls his finger out of my body and then sucks on it before diving his hand into his pocket. The moment I see the pill, I panic.

He releases my mouth and I start to yell. His fingers that smell like me cram the pill into my mouth. I try to bite him, gagging on the acrid taste. He curses, forcing his hand back over my mouth. The pill burns on my tongue, but I refuse to swallow it. I know what he can do to me once that pill takes over my senses and I can’t let him do this to me again.

We struggle and he starts to yank down my shorts. They fall at my ankles, leaving me bare and vulnerable. I scream against his hand, but it’s too muffled. He starts yanking at his pants, pulling his dick out. It rubs against me, sending terror lighting me up from the inside out. I’m close to swallowing the pill so I don’t have to endure this.

And then it happens.

Light.

Pain.

My spine explodes as I land on my back, Ryan crashing against me. It takes me a second to realize the front door has opened and we’ve fallen inside. Ryan goes completely still above me.

“Get the fuck off my sister.”

Penny.

Slowly, he pulls away from me, his hard dick jutting out like a dagger, ready to inflict pain. I spit the pill out and stare at the fierce way Penny points a gun right in Ryan’s face.

I roll away from him and scramble to my feet beside my sister. His vicious glare now illuminated by the entryway overhead light nearly destroys me as he shoves his dick back in his pants.

“This isn’t over,” he growls.

“It would be if I shot you in the fucking dick,” Penny spits out.

If looks could kill, my sister would be dead. Luckily, the only weapon worth anything is the one in her hand. The same gun I know Aunt Karen keeps for protection in her bedside table.

Without another word, he stalks off into the darkness. I hear an engine start up and then he peels off. Quickly, I yank up my shorts from the porch and pull them on.

Penny shuts the door, a furious expression on her face. “I hate that guy.”

“Me too,” I whimper.

I throw myself at her, hugging her tight. She squeezes me in an affectionate way that’s rare for my sister.

“We’re getting a restraining order put on him,” she tells me. “I’m calling Dad and we’re dealing with Ryan. As a family.”

“Penny, I’m scared.”

“Which is why we have to do this.”

“His dad is a cop.”

“So? He can’t get away with this. Besides, not all the cops are bad.” She pulls away and studies my face. “Or we could just call your boyfriend. Let him handle him.”

“Boyfriend?”

“Oh, come on. Like I don’t know you and Cal are together.”

I scoff. “I’m not with Cal.”

“Could have fooled me when you were giving him a handy over his jeans today.”

“You saw that?”

“I see everything, sis.”

“It’s not what it looked like.”

“Whatever. Regardless, I don’t think he’d be happy to know your psycho ex-boyfriend just tried to put his flea-infested dick in you. Am I right?”

I have to agree with her on this one.

“You’re right,” I agree.

“What’s going on?” Mom asks, coming down the stairs with Karen right behind her.

“Why do you have my gun, Pen?” Aunt Karen demands in her principal voice.

Penny relinquishes it to our aunt. “I almost had to shoot Ryan in the dick for trying to use it against Char.” She shrugs as though her blunt words won’t give Mom a heart attack.

Mom cries out in horror, yanking me to her, stroking her fingers through my hair. “That monster. Oh my God. Sweetie, are you okay? Did he—”

“I’m okay,” I assure her, choking on my tears. “But can we call Daddy? I want…I want to file a restraining order against Ryan. I won’t allow him to hurt me anymore.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

Cal

 

I pace the classroom, thrumming with pent-up energy. Ever since yesterday afternoon, my mind has been fucked over this girl. If Terrence were here, he’d bust my balls over it too. Tell me I was being a pussy.

It’s not what we do.

We don’t obsess over girls.

Terrence, me, Jordy, Roan.

The Hoodlums toy and play, but never obsess.

The rat changed shit up for Roan and Jordy has apparently always had some voodoo claim over Roux, but this is not me.

I straighten my stupid tie, irritated that Karen gave me a lecture about professionalism between classes yesterday. Apparently she’s going to ride my ass unless I wear one. I had to borrow this shit from Dad because I don’t do ties.

Lately, I’m doing a lot of crap that’s not me.

I swung by the hospital this morning to bitch at Terrence about Charlotte. I told him it was his fault for not waking up. He didn’t respond, but I imagine if he heard me, he’d be laughing on the inside.

My eyes flit over to the clock. Thirty minutes until my first class starts. I continue my pacing, my body buzzing from the several cups of coffee I’ve already had. The moment I sense another presence, I know it’s her without having to actually see her.

“You’re early,” I growl as I greedily drink her up.

Today, she wears tight-ass black leggings, pink tennis shoes, and a V-neck black T-shirt. All of it hugs her sexy curves. It drives me fucking mad. She sets down her bag beside her desk. Something’s different about her. I can feel it crackling in the air. Slowly, as though she’s a rabid animal, I approach her.

She turns to face me but won’t look at me. I walk up to her until her tits brush against my chest. From this angle, I get a prime view right down her shirt. I see the edges of a black, lacy bra and fuck if I don’t want to tear it off with my teeth.

“I told him no,” she whispers, her words chilling my blood. “I thought this time I was stronger. That he would hear me this one time.”

All lust-filled thoughts are pushed off a cliff as dread rumbles through me like a thunderstorm.

I grip the hair at the back of her head, tugging down so that her face is forced to look up at me. Tears cling to her lashes that bear no makeup today. Her pink, glossy bottom lip wobbles. It’s her throat that’s colored with purple bruises that has me exploding with rage.

“Who did this to you?” I demand, my voice cutting the air like razor blades. I know who did this. I fucking know. I just need to hear it.

She swallows and a tear leaks out. “Ryan.”

I gently stroke her throat, inspecting the damage. “There’s more?”

Her head pulls to the side like she wants to escape the truth, but I hold her firmly, my arm encircling her waist. She fists my tie as the tears continue to stream down her red cheeks.

“I called the cops to the house last night,” she murmurs. “A woman officer helped me file a report and encouraged me to get a restraining order against him. I’m sure his dad is going to be pissed, but I don’t care.”

She trembles in fear that has me feeling shit I have no business feeling. Possessiveness. The urge to protect and hold her. Unreal. Yet, I can’t let her go.

“What. Did. He. Do?”

She blinks hard, sending tears flinging from her lashes. “I spat the pill out.” Her eyes plead for me to believe her.

“Good girl,” I croon, hating that I’ve given her the praise, but also loving the way she leans in closer, aching for it. “What else?”

“He stuck his finger inside me.” She sobs. “It hurt.”

Against my will, I hug her to me. Sure, she fucked Terrence over, but she’s Hollis’s little sister. Roux’s best friend. A motherfucking Hoodlum.

Ryan will pay for this.

I will destroy him.

“And?”

“And he pulled my shorts off. I, uh, I was so scared. I tried to scream.”

I stroke her soft blond hair and kiss the top of her head. “Did he…”

“No.”

“You fought him off?”

“Penny put a gun to his head.”

A bark of a laugh escapes me. I knew I liked that girl. Charlotte laughs through her tears, the sound warming cold parts of me.

“Too bad she didn’t pull the trigger,” I grumble.

“Too bad,” Charlotte agrees.

We’re silent for a moment, neither of us pulling away.

“I was terrified, Cal.”

Rather than reminding her she’s not allowed to call me that, I pet her hair like she’s mine. “You’re safe now.”

“He won’t stop,” she whispers. “A restraining order is just a piece of paper. He doesn’t care. He’s crazy.”

“I thought you had claws, English. Where are they?”

“I don’t know how to use them.”

I pull away slightly and study her tearstained face. “Maybe I ought to show you.”

“Better than the alternative,” she agrees. “I refuse to let him hurt me anymore.”

Leaning forward, I surprise us both when I nip at her bottom lip before releasing her. “That’s right, loser.” I wink at her. “You’re mine to torment. No one else’s.”

She smiles, her fingertips touching her lip, and it smacks me right in the chest. So fucking beautiful. This girl makes it really damn hard to hate her. You have to be some kind of psychopath to actually want to hurt her. I know Ryan’s type. He’s another version of Wes. They get something in their warped heads and don’t stop until they’ve ruined it completely.

Ryan is going to feel every painful thing he’s done to her tenfold.

I’ll make damned sure of it.
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It’s nearly seven by the time I drive past Howie’s Hamburgers. Man, I miss that place. If I wasn’t so blind with my purpose, I’d stop by and grab a burger.

“That place smells good,” Roan says, practically salivating all over my window.

“It’s Terrence’s favorite. We used to eat there almost every day.”

Jordy stays silent from the back seat. It means a lot that he came. I know what a risk this puts him in, but he’s a Hoodlum and we have Hoodlum shit to take care of.

“Where is this place?” Roan asks. “Are we close?”

“Yeah. Everyone who’s anyone hangs out at the Alpha Gamma Rho house,” I tell them, heading toward our old frat house. “Corvallis Chaos.”

“Keepin’ the tradition alive,” Jordy says. “Creating Hoodlum chaos all over Oregon.”

“Like you weren’t up to some shit at OHP?” I taunt.

Jordy laughs. “With Daddy Hoodlum.”

Roan shakes his head. “Don’t call him that.”

“He’s your daddy and the OG Hoodlum,” Jordy throws back. “At least I know where you got your winning personality from.”

Roan tries to punch him, but Jordy is quick, anticipating his move. They both laugh but sober up when I pull up behind a few cars. We grow serious, knowing what we need to do.

“Hollis is going to kill me,” Roan grumbles. “But then he’ll also suck my dick because it’s for a good cause.”

Jordy groans. “Keep letting that shit slip into conversation and I’ll start telling you how many times in a row I can get your sister to come on my tongue.”

“You fucking asshole,” Roan growls.

“Enough, children,” I chide. “It’s time to go talk to this motherfucker.” I climb out of the truck and pull my baseball bat out from beneath the seat. “And by talk, I mean scare the shit out of him.”

Roan and Jordy back me up as I stride across the lawn to the new frat president for Alpha Gamma Rho, Zayne. As soon as he sees me, he sets his beer down and his brows lift.

“I didn’t do it,” he jokes.

“Where’s Ryan Cunningham?” I demand.

The amusement fades and his eyes flash with anger. “Probably trying to get into some bitch’s pants with a pocket full of roofies.”

“Where?”

“Last I saw him, he was inside. Kitchen.”

“Thanks, man.”

I stalk toward the front door when Zayne calls out after me. “Don’t get blood in the grout.”

“Ain’t promising shit,” I call out over my shoulder, as I lift my bat to tap the front door. “Little pig, little pig, let me in.”

Jordy reaches past me, twisting the knob. I kick the door open and search the space for this motherfucker. He’s standing in the kitchen in between two girls, grinning at them like he didn’t just try to rape my fucking girl. His eyes widen when he sees us. He grabs one of the girls, pushing her toward us as he takes off out the back door. I sprint after him, whipping him against the side of the head with my bat, using not nearly as much force as I want to. He topples over and tries to scramble to his feet.

I swing again, hitting him across his upper arm. He howls in pain but still manages to hop over the outer railing on the back porch. We Hoodlums fly over the railing, hot on his trail. Roan sprints past me, tackling him. Since he’s a fucking brute fireman, he manages to get this scrawny asshole trapped in his grip. He stands back up, keeping him pinned to his chest, forcing Ryan to face me.

I hand Jordy my bat and crack my neck. “You messed with the wrong bitch.”

“Fuck you,” Ryan snarls.

My fist swings hard, slamming into his jaw. He groans and works his jaw, cursing at me under his breath. I shake out the pain in my fist and then slam it into his gut. A crowd begins to form around us, but no one does shit. Ryan clearly doesn’t have any allies here.

“My dad will destroy you,” Ryan threatens.

“He can fucking try,” I spit out, landing another punch, this time right between the eyes.

Blood bursts from his nose and his head sways.

“You need to get something straight, Cuntingham. Charlotte’s a Hoodlum. You’re shit on the bottom of my foot. You touch one of us again and I’ll cut your dick off.”

Ryan curses, clearly not understanding my threat.

I’m serious as fuck.

“Anyone got a pocketknife?” I bark out.

Ryan glares at me, still unafraid.

“I got you, bro,” Zayne says as he appears, offering me the one from his pocket.

Panic finally starts to surface in Ryan’s eyes. “What the fuck are you going to do?”

I undo the top of his jeans and shove them down. He howls and tries to kick me, but Jordy and Zayne are quick to assist, kneeling to grab his legs. I saw through his boxers with the knife until I expose his flaccid cock.

“Don’t fucking touch me!” he bellows. “I said fucking stop!”

“What’s that? Stop? Are you telling me no? I’m sorry,” I mock. “I don’t understand the word.”

“Cal, please,” he begs like a pussy.

“You weren’t in the mood for granting Charlotte mercy last night.” I skim over the welts on his arm. Claw marks. My girl put up a fight just like she said. “I’m not feeling gracious either, motherfucker.”

He starts to piss because he’s fucking scared. Jordy curses, but doesn’t let go. I wait for this little bitch to stop pissing before I grab his wet dick. He screams in horror when I pull his dick taut and begin carving the letters C-A-L along his shaft. His howls of pain don’t stop me. Nothing stops me. I want him to remember every painful second of this moment. Once I’ve finished, I stand, getting right in his punk-ass face.

“Good luck explaining to your dad why you have another man’s name carved into your dick,” I grind out. “Hopefully it’ll serve as a good reminder that if you touch Charlotte fucking English, I will finish what I started and cut your motherfucking cock off.”

He whimpers. “I get it. I swear.”

I pat his head. “Good boy. Now clean yourself up and warn all these people they better not say shit. Your cock depends on it.”

Jordy and Zayne step away from him. Roan shoves him to the grass and kicks him in the stomach.

“Touch my sister-in-law again and we won’t go so easy. We don’t give a shit who your dad is,” Roan growls.

We leave him sobbing on the ground. I try to hand the knife back to Zayne and he laughs.

“Fucking keep it,” he says.

I follow him into the kitchen. After I clean off the blood and piss, I tuck away my souvenir and smile at Zayne.

“We were just headed for burgers. Want to come with us?”

He smirks. “Let me grab my wallet.”

As soon as he walks off, Jordy shakes his head, grinning. “Your name?”

“Rapist shithead was too long for his baby dick,” I explain. “Plus, I don’t want him to ever forget who the fuck he messed with.”
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Charlotte

 

I gently rap on the door, steeling my spine. I can do this. I need to do this. When I’m granted permission to enter, I suck in a sharp breath before pushing into the room.

The sounds hit me first.

Rhythmic and steady.

A promise to keep forcing life through a body that craves death.

The smells hit me next.

Pungent and sterile.

It’s the sight that hits me last.

Lifeless and empty.

A sob catches in my throat as I approach Terrence’s bed. He’s hooked to all kinds of machines that breathe for him. My heart shatters into a million pieces. The last time I saw him, his head was crushed in. I was sure he was dead. They’ve since repaired his wounds, but the scars will be there until the day he does die. Jagged and uneven. Ugly.

I did this to him.

With a shaking hand, I grab onto his warm one. Still alive. But is he? Does the old Terrence live deep inside or were they only able to preserve his broken body?

“I’m so sorry,” I choke out. “My God, Terrence. I am so sorry.”

A chair creaks and then shuffling footsteps approach. I get a whiff of peppermint before a gentle hand touches my back.

“Terry and I used to fight all the time,” the elderly woman says. “Over a lot of things. His behavior at school. His mouthy attitude. His deviant ways when he’d be around those boys he calls Hoodlums.” She chuckles. “But the thing we fought most over was sleep.”

I turn to look down at the old woman. She’s obviously Terrence’s grandma Rhetta. I’ve heard them talk about her over the years, but never formally met her.

“Sleep?” I rasp out, confusion in my voice.

“That boy loved to sleep in. Couldn’t keep a job if it was a morning one because he’d always be late. Always missed the bus and couldn’t get to school on time.” She sighs. “And yet here we are again. Me telling his big ass to get up every day and him not listening.”

“Rhetta, I—”

“I heard you, honey. You’re sorry. How many times are you going to say it? You think we don’t know how sorry you are?”

I swallow hard, blinking back tears. I’m emotional today. Since the night before last with everything that went down with Ryan, I’ve been wrecked. Yesterday, after school, I made Penny take me straight home. I stayed in bed until Mom brought me supper. She ended up sleeping next to me, holding me all night. I managed to make it through another school day, this one without even speaking to Cal, who was being overly broody, and asked Penny to drop me off at the hospital after school while she and Tierra played basketball at the park again.

I just needed to see him.

To face the consequences of my actions.

“I don’t know how to fix it,” I whisper. “I just want to fix it.”

“Have you started with yourself?”

I turn to look down at her. There’s no hate or anger in her expression. Only peace. Her features are strikingly similar to Tierra’s. She must have looked a lot like her as a young woman.

“I’m trying,” I admit. “I got help. Therapy. Rehab. I’m back in school, trying to do right by my life. It’s just…I want to fix this. Him.”

She gives me a grim smile. “Unfortunately, darlin’, this isn’t your battle anymore. It’s Terry’s. If he wants out of this state, he’ll figure out a way to do it. If he doesn’t, that’s God’s will. I’ll be by his side either way. He’s loved and cared for. That’s all that matters.”

“He wouldn’t be fighting this battle had I not gotten in that car,” I explain, wanting her wrath. Wanting her to lash out at me. “He’s like this because of me. Sure, it’s his battle now, but I forced him into it.”

Rather than getting angry, she shrugs. “You did. He’s here. Nothing changes the past. All you can do is get a handle on the present and secure a better future.”

“It’s not fair, though,” I argue, tears welling. “It should have been me.”

“It should have,” a cold, baritone voice agrees from the doorway.

“Stop that nonsense, Calvin,” Rhetta snaps. “You’re letting your anger change you into someone you’re not.”

I chance a look at him. Of course he’s hot, just like he was this morning in class, but his glare is icy. I shiver under his intense scrutiny. His jaw works hard with fury, but he keeps back the words he wants to say. Just barely. Probably cracking a few teeth trying to keep them in for Rhetta’s benefit.

“Who brought you here?” Cal demands. “Wes?”

“Lord, this boy is trying my patience,” Rhetta grumbles at his outburst.

I frown in confusion. “My teacher? Why would he bring me here?”

Cal’s nostrils flare as he approaches, violence in his eyes. But unlike with Ryan, this isn’t directed at me. Sure, he’s pissed I’m here, but it’s something else. He stops just a foot away from me.

“He’s accommodating like that,” he growls. “Penny?”

“Not that I have to explain anything to you, but yes.” Irritation chases away my remorse as I face off with him. “If you’ll excuse me, I was just leaving.”

“And how are you going to get home?” he demands, ignoring Rhetta’s bitching at him to stop being an asshole.

“Wait for Penny. Call Hollis. Walk. Hitchhike. What’s it matter to you? You’re not my keeper, Mr. Hutton.”

Rhetta laughs. “You tell him, girl.”

The fire bleeds from his expression as he fights a smirk. I’m mad at him, but something has shifted and he’s amused. It annoys me, but I’m no longer ready to punch him in the throat.

“What?”

“You’re right,” he agrees with a one-shouldered shrug. “You have claws.”

“I’m not afraid to use them.”

“I’ve seen your handiwork.” He winks at me. “Let’s go. I’ll give you a ride.”

When I glance at Rhetta, her eyes are wide with surprise, but she’s smiling. “Come visit again sometime, sweetheart, and we’ll grab coffee or a bite to eat afterward.”

“Really?”

She pushes Cal out of the way to take my hands, squeezing them. “I like you.”

A blush creeps up my cheeks. It’s not that I’m not used to parents or grandparents liking me. I’m a good girl, aside from that year of horror. Popular. Well-liked. I just don’t expect to get that from Rhetta. Not after what I’ve done to her grandson.

“I’d like that,” I murmur. “I really would.”

She brings my hand to her mouth and kisses it, reminding me of the affectionate way Tierra is. I’d never noticed with Terrence, but I wonder if he’s the same as them.

“Good,” she says. “It’s a date. Now go cheer up my other boy.”

Cal makes a great show of rolling his eyes, clearly every bit the little boy she still sees him as despite his massive presence.

I pull my hands from hers, take one last long look at Terrence, and then exit the hospital room. We’re quiet as Cal falls in step beside me. It isn’t until we reach his truck and he opens the passenger side door for me that he speaks again.

“Did you ask your mom about Campfire Chaos?”

“We didn’t exactly talk about it,” I admit, studying his handsome face. “Are you okay? You seem off today. We didn’t speak in class this morning…” I trail off when his features twist cruelly.

“I’m not okay, loser,” he spits out. “I have to deal with you when I’d rather be up there with T.”

I straighten my spine and lift my chin. “No one asked you to take me home. And that doesn’t explain this morning.”

“Just pissy,” he grunts. “Get in. I have papers to grade. Kids to fail. Parents to threaten. You know, usual teacher stuff.”

“You’re really not going to tell me,” I hiss in disbelief.

“Nope. Get in before I throw your ass in.”

“Get in before I throw your ass in,” Ryan bellows, yanking on my hair.

“Please, baby, stop,” I beg. “You’re hurting me.”

“No,” he grinds out. “This is hurting you.”

His hand slaps my face hard, causing me to see stars. I burst into tears at the sudden onslaught of pain. There’s no remorse in his glare. Only cruelty.

“Charlie girl, look at me.”

I blink away my daze, shuddering at the horrid memory. Cal’s no longer glaring daggers at me. No, his green eyes have softened with worry. His hands are gentle as he cups both of my cheeks.

“What happened?” he demands.

“I just…what you said…” I swallow down a ball of emotion. “It reminded me of him. That night.”

His green eyes crackle with intensity as he swipes away a rogue tear from my cheek with his thumb. “Listen to me carefully,” he rumbles. “I am not like that sonofabitch. Sure, I’m a bossy asshole and I’m so pissed at you, I see red. But I would never ever in a million fucking years hurt you the way he’s done.”

“But you said—”

“I dish out what you can handle because Hoodlums aren’t made of soft stuff. No, we’re poked and provoked until we’re hard as nails. You’re going to be sharp and steely because you’re a Hoodlum now too, remember?”

His words wash over me like a calming breeze.

“I wasn’t always this scared,” I tell him, needing him to know I’m more than what Ryan reduced me to.

He studies my face up close. I crave to run my fingertips along his scruffy jaw. To loosen the knot of the tie he still wears. I want to kiss the strong column of muscle along his throat.

“Come to Campfire Chaos.” His green eyes flash with need that has my entire body trembling. “It’ll be fun.”

“You just want to punish me,” I remind him, but no longer afraid.

His grin stretches across his handsome face, wolfish and devious. “I do, English. But my kind of punishment is the kind you’ll enjoy.”

I arch a brow. “Is that so? In case you didn’t notice, I’m not mentally equipped for any more psychological or physical torment in this lifetime.”

He rubs his thumb—still wet from my tear—across my bottom lip, tugging it aside and exposing my teeth. “What about sexual torment?” he taunts. “Are you mentally equipped for that?”

With Ryan, fuck no.

With Cal…

Warmth spreads down my spine and pools in my pelvis. I can’t stop myself from gripping his tie, drawing him nearer to me.

“What would that entail?” I whisper against his lips.

“A safe word, for one,” he growls, stepping closer so that his body is flush with mine. One of his hands leaves my face to cup my ass through my jeans. “Probably a lot of orgasm denial too.”

“Cruel bastard,” I tease.

“I might even spank this.” His cock jolts against my stomach when he squeezes my ass. “I always wanted to spank a cheerleader.”

I scoff. “Ex-cheerleader.”

“Whatever, you’re still hot.”

A smile creeps across my face. “I am?”

“Stop fishing for compliments, Charlie girl. You already have a big enough head.”

At this, I laugh. “I do not.”

“Don’t worry, mine’s big too.” He rotates his hips, letting me feel just how big that head is.

“What’s with the whole Charlie girl thing anyway?”

His lips press together as though he doesn’t want to explain. After a huff, he rattles out something that feels like a lie. “Sounds nicer than loser, loser.”

Hmmm.

“Since when are you nice, Cal?”

A growl rumbles in his throat. “I told you you’re only allowed to call me Cal if you’re riding on my dick.”

“There’s the mean boy I know,” I tease. “And maybe I was about to go for that ride.”

His lips crash to mine—hot and violently. It’s a good kind of cruelty, though. A vicious lashing of his tongue against mine, claiming and addictive. I can’t hide the moan that escapes me. He tastes sinful and heavenly all at once. A dichotomy of good and evil. A devilish hero. My moan is eager and drips with desperation. After all the horrors I’ve faced in the boyfriend department, it’s nice to be consumed with such fiery want. Cal, ever the bad boy player, slides his hand up under the hem of my shirt, grazing the skin on my lower back with his fingertips. I suck in a sharp breath. He pulls from our kiss, his glowing green eyes pinning me in place.

“Safe word.”

“I don’t need a safe—”

“Fucking hell, Charlotte. Just give me a safe word. You make me crazy, goddammit, and I need a leash. I need something for you to yank on when I lose control with you.”

It’s spoken like a threat, but alights every single one of my nerve endings with need.

“Chaos.”

He smirks, his lips quirking up on one side. “I’m still going to make your life a living hell. This thing between us is just a part of that deal.”

The deal I made with the devil?

“But you’re a Hoodlum now,” he says with a deviant grin that melts my insides. “And you’ll like every single filthy second of it.”

I should be afraid of what someone like Cal Hutton has to offer a girl like me. He’s older and meaner. A hot playboy who never commits. Danger lurks behind his amused eyes. The warning signs are there. They were with Ryan.

Apparently I have a type.

I swallow down my fears and lift my chin. “Don’t let me down.”

His gaze darkens. “I’m not like him.”

“I hope not.”

“What would you do if I was?” he demands, his green eyes going wild and darting from my eyes to my lips. “Would you take it like you did with him? Would you let me ruin your life? Would you let me shred that heart of yours and destroy your mind?”

Each whip of his words isn’t meant to hurt. It’s meant to stoke the fire inside me.

“Chaos,” I clip out the safe word, testing it on my tongue.

“Is this you running from a conversation? Telling me your limits?” His eyes search mine, an unreadable glint in them. “Or is this a promise of the devastation of your claws?”

“Only time will tell, Cal,” I murmur, gripping his hard cock between us over his jeans. “Now take me home so you can ask my mother about Friday. You want to punish me, then you’re going to have to earn it the hard way.”

His lips curve into a villainous smile. “I’ll earn every goddamn stripe, Charlie girl.”

He grips my hips and easily tosses me into his truck. Rather than feeling railroaded or manhandled, it makes me feel something else. Safe and cared for.

Cal Hutton is going to destroy me. I can feel it.

It makes me a certain kind of crazy to crave every painful second.
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Cal

 

Hating her is impossible.

Fucking with her, though, is satisfying.

As I start my truck, I glance over at Charlotte. I can’t believe I kissed her. This girl is confusing the hell out of me. It’d be smart to distance myself from her, but I can’t. Something about her draws me in. I can’t even talk to anyone about it. I’d talk to T, but he’s in a coma because of her. Roan is out of the question since she’s his sister-in-law and might act like a caveman if I tell him I want to do terrible, filthy things to her. That leaves Jordy, but he’s so far up Roux’s ass lately, I don’t know if that’s smart either.

Looks like I have to navigate this all on my own.

I tear out of the hospital parking lot, eager to put some distance between me and reality. Knowing T is back there, barely kept alive, injects so much anger into my soul. I bleed rage. Gnash my teeth at the injustice of it all. The farther I get away from him, the more my shoulders relax, which only piles on the guilt. I shouldn’t feel that way, but I do.

Charlotte squeaks when I gun the engine, roaring past a few slow drivers. As she holds on for dear life, my mind drifts back to Ryan. It felt good to make him bleed. The asshole deserves that and so much more. In that moment, I’d had the urge to cut his dick right off. I would’ve wound my ass in prison being butt buddies with Roan’s dad, Jace, but it’d been worth it. To watch Ryan bleed out, dickless.

I did it because of her.

Everything Jordy’s done for Roux becomes crystal clear. An understanding trickles through me. I may not like that Charlotte has me under her spell, but it doesn’t change the fact that she does. I do want to punish her. Not beat her. I want to strip her down and make her beg. I want to tease her until she screams. When she cries, it’ll be because she needs more, not because she wants me to stop. And knowing that Ryan tried to rape my fucking girl does things to me. It wrapped its possessive claws around my heart and drove me to cut a warning into that fucker’s dick. If he so much as dares to look at her, I will finish the goddamn job.

I’m flying through town, my thoughts growing darker by the second, when I hear a siren followed by flashing red and blue lights.

“Great,” I grumble as I slow my truck down and put on my blinker.

“I hate to say it,” Charlotte mutters, “but you’re an even worse driver than Penny.”

She’s joking with me, but I don’t miss the way she tenses. How her eyes keep drifting to the side mirror as she wrings her hands together. Her unease transforms my irritation of being pulled over into concern.

“You okay?” I ask, once I’ve parked. “It’ll just be a ticket and then I’ll get you home.”

Glancing over at me, she gnaws on her plump bottom pink lip and nods. I want to unbuckle her seat belt and drag her over to me. To tuck her under my arm and hold her close. I don’t know what the hell it is about Charlotte English that makes me so insane.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

I jerk my head toward the window. Officer Winslow has his knuckle raised, ready to hit the glass again, so I mash the button to roll it down.

“Winslow, my man,” I deadpan. “I’ve missed you.”

He doesn’t take the bait. “License and registration, Hutton.”

I flip down my visor and grab the paperwork and then fish my ID out of my wallet.

“Who’s the girl?” he asks, his eyes glued to my driver’s license.

“My date.”

“What’s your date’s name?”

“Not relevant, man. Just give me the damn ticket,” I growl.

He looks past me at Charlotte. “Girl, what’s your name?”

“Ch-Charlotte.”

“Charlotte what?” he demands.

“Dude, back off. She’s not in trouble here. I am.” I lean toward him through the window, forcing him to take a step back. “Write the fucking ticket.”

Winslow rests his hand on his gun. “Last name, Charlotte.”

“English,” she croaks out.

“Hmph,” he says before walking back to his cruiser.

I reach across the seat, taking her hand in mine. The urge to comfort her is overwhelming. With a quick squeeze, I try to assure her it’ll be fine.

“The cops in this town hate me.” I shrug. “They hate my dad too.”

“Why?”

“Because we don’t give a fuck.” A chuckle escapes me. “My dad would have been a Hoodlum in his day.”

“The cops hate me too,” she murmurs. “Well, one in particular.”

“Because of Terrence?”

“Ryan.” She swallows, fear glinting in her blue eyes. “I keep waiting for it all to catch up to me. I filled out a police report and filed a restraining order. That has to be embarrassing for Michael.”

“His kid shouldn’t be such a douchebag then.”

I flit my eyes up to the rearview mirror to see what’s taking so long. There’s another cruiser behind Winslow’s. My stomach twists painfully. I bite back a curse so as not to alarm Charlotte.

Winslow and another officer approach my truck. Apprehension claws at me. If it were just me, I’d lash into these pigs, but it’s not just me. I have Charlotte to think about.

“Let me do the talking,” I say to her, pinning her with a firm stare. “Please.”

Winslow clears his throat when he makes it back to my window. “Hutton, I’m going to have to ask you to step out of the vehicle.”

“Why?” I demand, my temper flaring to unhealthy degrees. “I was speeding.”

“I just want to talk to you,” Winslow snaps. “And I don’t want to embarrass you in front of your little girlfriend.”

“Whatever you have to say to me, Charlotte can hear—” I start, but I’m cut off when she screeches.

Whipping my head toward her, I find Officer Cuntingham wrenching the door open and glowering at her, waves of intimidation rolling off him.

“Back the fuck off,” I bark out at him. “You have no business talking to her.”

“Out of the car, Hutton,” Winslow barks as he opens my door.

Everything is happening too quickly. I can’t form thoughts. Only panic. I’m seized with the need to protect her at all costs.

“Miss English, get out of the car,” Cuntingham bellows, making her flinch.

Fuck.

“Dude, call another goddamn officer here because it’s a conflict of fucking interest to even be talking to her,” I snap at Cuntingham.

His hate-filled eyes meet mine as he grabs her wrist and unbuckles her seat belt. She screams, reaching for me. My hand snags hers, but Winslow’s brute ass is already yanking me out of the truck. I try to hold on to her, but we’re torn apart.

I fucking lose it.

Twisting around, I swing at this asshole. He’s anticipating my hit because he dodges it and then body slams me to the ground. The gravel from the asphalt digs painfully into my chin as he presses a knee to my back, handcuffing me.

Charlotte shrieks again.

I turn my head, looking for her under the truck. On the other side, I can see their legs. Cuntingham stands too close to her. I can’t hear what he’s saying or see what he’s doing, but I don’t trust that asshole one bit.

Winslow kneels beside me. “You’re in deep shit, kid.”

“For fucking speeding?” I roar. “Get off your high horse, Winslow, and write me a goddamn ticket already.”

“Nah, man,” he mutters. “You know what you did. Assaulting my buddy’s kid.”

I wonder if Ryan told his daddy I carved my name in his dick.

I can’t help but smirk knowing his dick burns like a bitch.

“Don’t know what you’re talking about. I do suggest you read me my rights and take me to the fucking station if that’s your intent. Otherwise, handcuffing me for no reason is illegal.”

Winslow puffs out an irritated breath. “Shut up.”

I do shut up, though, when I hear Charlotte whimper. What the fuck is he saying to her? When Winslow relaxes his guard, I launch myself to my feet, pushing past him to round the vehicle.

Red.

I see red.

A rage-filled growl bursts out of me as I charge at this fucker. He has her pressed against the side of my truck, his hand on her throat as he snarls at her, his nose practically touching hers. She’s trembling in fear. I slam my shoulder into his, sending him sailing. Winslow already has my bicep, dragging me back before I can reach her.

Her teary eyes meet mine, pleading for help. This girl is terrified, and I can’t do shit because my hands are cuffed.

I start running my mouth, hoping like fuck it works.

“Winslow, do you want to lose your job?” I grind out. “He can’t talk to her because she’s filed a restraining order against his son. He’s clearly trying to intimidate her. You might get away with it right now, but I can guarantee her fucking dad isn’t going to be okay with this. Let him come get her and you can do whatever shit you want to me. Leave her out of it.”

“Shut up,” Cuntingham snaps.

“Michael.” Winslow’s voice is unsure. “That true?”

Cuntingham doesn’t look at him, just glares at me with hatred in his eyes.

“English,” I bark out. “Call your dad. Now.”

She pulls her phone from her pocket and dials. The policemen don’t stop her, which goes to show they know they’re fucking with the wrong man.

“Put it on speaker,” I command.

“Hey, princess—”

“Cal Hutton here. Char and I are being detained by Michael Cunningham.” I rattle off the location. “She needs you now.”

“I’m on my way,” Garrett growls. “Cunningham, can you hear me?”

Silence.

“I want you at least thirty feet away from my fucking daughter,” Garrett snaps. “My next call is to Fred. Then, my attorney. Tread carefully, motherfucker.”

Cuntingham curses. “I’ll take Hutton. You keep an eye on the girl.”

Winslow releases me to hand me off to Cuntingham. Roughly, he ushers me to the second cruiser. Rather than shoving me in the back seat, he pushes me to my knees.

“I don’t know what kind of shit you’re wrapping yourself up in with that bitch, but you’ve made the wrong fucking move, Hutton,” Cuntingham hisses. He squats right in front of me, grabbing my jaw. “She made some heinous fucking allegations against my son. Allegations that will haunt him for the rest of his life. I won’t allow it.”

“Your son is a piece of shit just like you.” I spit in his face. “Whatever she claimed happened did and you know it.”

He swipes off the saliva with the back of his hand. “Justice is always served. I see to that.”

“I think they call this sadism, not justice, dickhead. You and your son are mean sons of bitches. You don’t deserve that badge. And if you keep pushing, I’m going to push right back. Do not fucking test me.”

Rage burns hot in his eyes. “Are you threatening me?”

“You better fucking believe it I am.”

“Why are you into the bitch? She almost killed your best friend. Where’s your loyalty?”

“Char’s a Hoodlum,” I tell him through clenched teeth. “We protect our own.”

A vein bulges in his forehead. “That little girl isn’t a thug like you and your friends. She’s a lying bitch who wants to ruin my son. Eventually she’ll try to ruin you too. She already did with Terrence.”

If he were close enough, I’d headbutt the shit out of him.

“You must be fucking her,” he says, scowling. “She sure moved on from Ryan quickly. Is that why you assaulted my son?”

“Assault? I call it a good old-fashioned Hoodlum warning.” I grin at him. “Does it hurt when he pisses?”

A line forms between his brows. Confusion.

“Ask him about his little pecker, Daddy,” I taunt. “Maybe that’s the reason Charlotte’s with me and not him. Because his tiny dick doesn’t do shit for her.”

“Shut the fuck up, Hutton,” Cuntingham barks.

“When I make her scream, it’s because she likes it. Because my dick destroys her in the best possible way. Your son came up short. I wonder if that sort of thing is genetic.”

I love that his face turns purple like it might explode.

“Ask Ryan about his dick,” I urge, a maniacal grin on my face. “I bet he wishes his dick were like mine. Probably even named that poor little worm Cal.” I shrug. “I mean, can you blame him?”

Cuntingham kicks me hard in the stomach, knocking the air out of me and sending me rolling. Between sucking in air, I howl in laughter. Ryan is going to flip his shit when his dad asks him about his dick. They’re both too proud to put that in any police report. They’ll just try to get even their way. Dirty and beneath the radar. Unlucky for them, I’m a motherfucking Hoodlum and that’s the only way I play.
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Charlotte

 

“Shit,” Winslow curses when Michael kicks Cal in the stomach.

“He can’t do that,” I snap. “Are you going to do something?”

He looks down at his feet, ignoring the other cop. I take off toward Cal, like I’m going to be able to assist, but Winslow snags my bicep. My phone nearly drops to the asphalt at my feet, but I manage to keep hold of it. Dad hasn’t said much in the past couple of minutes. I soon realize why.

“You have to the count of three to take your hands off my child before I make it my fucking job to destroy your career,” Dad snarls from the front of Cal’s truck.

Winslow drops his hold on my arm.

“Dad!” I cry out his name, running over to him.

He pulls me in for a hug, his body tight with fury. I keep the tears at bay. Dad’s here. Dad will fix this. He’ll take care of us.

“What is Cal being arrested for?” Dad asks, his voice icy and cutting the air like a blade.

“I, uh, for…” Winslow stutters over his words. Dad has that affect over people when he’s in king of the town mode. Right now, he’s bursting with power and he wants to use it against anyone who’s tried to hurt me.

“I suggest you go sort it out with the other officer and make a decision one way or the other. You either put him in the back of your squad car and book him, or you release him.” Dad’s voice brooks no room for argument. “Now, Winslow.”

I pull away to see Winslow obeying Dad’s order. He walks over to Michael. We can’t hear what they’re saying from here, but Michael is visibly enraged. His shoulders move as he breathes heavily and his face is beet-red.

“Dad,” I whimper.

“Shh,” he murmurs, stroking my hair. “Don’t say a word, sweetheart.”

I nod against him, inhaling his familiar scent. Today he’s dressed in a crisp, button-down white shirt, navy tie, and dark slacks, so he must have left from his office.

Michael doesn’t come over to us. Instead, he leaves Winslow and Cal, storming to his squad car. He peels out, tires screeching loudly. Winslow helps Cal to his feet and removes the cuffs. I feel like I can breathe again.

Cal remains near Winslow’s squad car as he hands him back his paperwork and ID. Then, he writes him a ticket. As soon as he passes it to Cal, he hurries to his squad car and bails.

The storm that is Cal charges our way, his green eyes blazing with emotion. Worry. Anger. Disgust. At first, I think they’re all directed at me, but then when he is close enough, he grabs my hand, tugging me to him. His dress shirt is filthy, but I don’t care, I hug him tight, silently thanking him for thinking fast in getting Dad here.

“Bonnie canceled my patients for the rest of the day,” Dad says. “Come by the loft so we can talk.”

He doesn’t wait for me, just turns and heads back to his black BMW, surprising the hell out of me. Cal must be giving off some serious protective vibes. As soon as Dad drives off, I tilt my head up to look at Cal. His chin is scratched and bleeding. Green eyes dart all over my face as he assesses me for damage. Aside from the tears, I’m fine.

“Did he hurt you?” His soft voice trembles with barely contained rage.

“No,” I choke out. “He just scared me.”

When his hand went around my throat and he’d spat out threats in my face, I was thrust back to every encounter I’ve ever had with Ryan. I’d been reduced to a terrified little girl, caught in a trap just waiting to be destroyed.

Cal’s hand slides into my hair, his fingertips dragging along my scalp, making me shiver. He presses a kiss to my forehead and lets out a relieved sigh that makes my heart sing. Then a kiss to my nose. Finally a soft peck to my lips.

I tilt my head up, angling it a little to silently beg for a real kiss. With a ravenous groan, he indulges me in what I crave. His tongue swipes across mine, eager and owning. It sends a thrill down my spine.

Cal doesn’t kiss like a normal guy.

He kisses like he’s making a statement.

Proving a theory.

Passing a law.

All you can do is sign on the proverbial dotted line. Moan in agreement. Accept his dominating kiss and all his unspoken vows.

He kisses me until I’m clawing at his shirt, need buzzing through me. In a rough move, he jerks away, his green eyes searing hungrily into mine. Those intense eyes slide down to my swollen, wet lips.

“You kiss like you’re trying to steal my soul, evil woman.”

A smile tugs at my lips. “Did it work?”

“You’ve stolen something,” he grumbles as he, once again, hoists me into his truck.

The door closes before I can even process his words.

What did I steal besides his best friend?

Certainly not his heart.

I’m pretty sure Cal doesn’t have one of those up for grabs. He’s been a womanizing playboy for as long as I’ve known him. If he has a heart, it’s buried deep. Me, of all people, wouldn’t have been able to find it.

Yet, I’ve never seen him look at any of those party girls like he looks at me.

Every look is a promise. So many vows loaded into his stare. Declarations that I don’t deserve but he keeps throwing at me anyway.

And, like the greedy girl I am, I collect each and every one of them.

[image: ]

Cal stares out of the giant window of Dad’s loft that overlooks the Columbia River. It’s not a huge place, but big enough that Penny and I each have our rooms when we come to stay with him. His décor is sleek and modern, a far cry from the way Mom used to decorate our old house in Vermont. I like it, though. It’s so Dad. He’s always had a taste for the finer things in life.

“Samantha is on it,” Dad says, returning from his office. “I also ordered food. Cal, stay for dinner.”

Cal turns, nodding. After the whole police debacle, we came back to Dad’s where we explained everything that happened. Dad took it all in, barely able to contain his rage, and then he went to make phone calls. Cal’s been silent ever since.

“I think you need to move in here,” Dad says, dropping the bomb in my lap as he sits next to me on the sofa.

“What? Why? What about Mom?”

He flinches, hurt flashing in his eyes. “This isn’t about me keeping you from your mother,” he assures me. “After Ryan showing up at the house and then today with his father, I just think you’ll be safer here. I have a doorman and security in this building. Please don’t fight me on this, princess.”

I frown. “Mom will be sad.”

“Kelsey will get over it,” Cal grunts, coming to Dad’s aid. “He’s right.”

A shudder ripples through me as I recall the way I’d felt when Ryan emerged from the shadows. Helpless. Frozen in fear. Terrified beyond belief. “Okay,” I croak out.

Dad lets out a rushed breath of relief. “I’d feel better if Penny came too. I want my girls safe.”

Dad’s phone rings. He glances at it and then mouths, “Samantha,” before rising and heading back to his office. Cal plops down in the spot Dad vacated.

“Rich bitch,” Cal teases, his green eyes glinting with meanness.

I roll my eyes. “He’s rich, not me.”

“But you’re a daddy’s girl, so it’s yours too.”

“Says the spoiled boy who owns a campground,” I taunt back.

He smirks. “Show me your room, loser. I want to test out the bed.”

“Asshole,” I grumble, but climb to my feet.

I lead him down the hallway to the bedroom across from the office. Dad can be heard talking loudly to Samantha, even through the closed door. I push into my room that’s been painted a pretty off-white. I like my room at Dad’s because it’s so clean and fresh. A blank canvas. The bedspread and pillows are white. Even the throw rug on the floor is white. It reminds me of the room I had in rehab, which actually brings back good memories.

My bedroom at home has horrible ones.

All of which include Ryan.

Cal sits down on the bed, bouncing a little, an evil smirk on his face. I shake my head as I open one of the drawers on the dresser. He’s quiet as I pull out some cotton shorts and a T-shirt. I start for the bathroom, but he shakes his head.

“You remember the deal, Hoodlum?” His green eyes flash with challenge.

“The one I made with the devil?”

He grins, wolfish. Full of bright, shiny teeth keen on devouring me. “That’s it.”

“Me changing clothes in front of you is somehow going to make my life a living hell?” I clarify. “I’m not afraid of you seeing me naked.”

He leans back on the bed, resting on his elbows. “I’m not done. Stripping is the first part.”

Cal Hutton thinks he unnerves me. Truth is, he lights a match on my battered soul that’s been shredded. I’m brittle and paper-thin. All he’s doing is making me burn. Transforming me from something weak and decaying to something bright and brilliant. It makes me feel powerful seeing the need in his eyes. I retake what was stolen from me.

In a slow way meant to torture, I peel off my shirt, revealing my black lacy bra. He gives nothing away. Not a smirk. Not a sharp breath. Nothing but the hungry glint in his eyes. I don’t back down, though. Reaching behind me, I unhook my bra, sending it to the floor with my shirt. His eyes burn a trail of heat from my lips to my breasts. At one time, I thought my C cups would have looked better as D cups and even begged Dad to let me get implants—which he vehemently denied. But, based on the way Cal drinks them in, I’d say they’re pretty perfect.

“Doing okay so far?” I murmur, unbuttoning my top button on my jeans.

His infamous smirk comes into play. “A job as a stripper isn’t in your future, English. I mean, sure, you’ve got the tits for it, but the whole seductive teasing thing needs some work.”

Rolling my eyes, I unzip my jeans and then shimmy them over my hips. For someone not interested in me being a stripper, he sure looks seconds from shoving all his money into my panties. This time, I’m the one smirking.

I kick away my jeans, but remain in my orange socks and black panties. I may not be a stripper, but I was a cheerleader. I know how to move my body and demand attention. With confidence that comes easy in his presence, I prance over to him, swaying my hips for his benefit. His breath hitches when I place a knee on the bed beside his hip.

“Your dad could come in any second,” he mocks. “He’d be so shocked to know his daughter’s a slut.”

“Stripper,” I murmur, climbing onto his lap. “Sluts are the girls you fucked all summer.”

He sneers. “I didn’t fuck anyone this summer.”

My brows fly to my hairline. “Liar.”

“Why would I lie?” he asks as he sits up.

His hands grab my ass, dragging me over his cock that strains in his slacks. I grab onto his shoulders, steadying myself.

“Because you want to sleep with me,” I offer.

“I’ll fuck you no matter what, English. Whether I fucked everyone in Hood River or not.”

“Gross.”

He grips my hair, pulling down so that I’m staring up at the ceiling. Warm breath tickles my neck before he runs his tongue along my skin. I groan when he starts sucking a little path toward my collarbone. He nips at my flesh and then teases his tongue down to my breast. A whimper crawls out of me the second he sucks on my nipple.

Shamelessly, I work my hips along his hard shaft, needing to feel him. He bites on my nipple in a punishing way that makes my pussy clench.

“What are you going to do when Garrett walks in here?” he taunts, his breath hot against my nipple.

“He won’t. Dad respects a closed door. Always has.”

“So I can take advantage of you then?”

“It’s your funeral.”

He bites me again. It doesn’t hurt like it should. All it does is electrify my need for him. I want him to pull his cock out and slide me onto it, fucking me until we’re both sated.

“That feel good rubbing on me?” he murmurs, giving my ass a squeeze.

“Mmmhmm.”

“Get on the floor, loser.”

I smack his shoulder, shooting him a glare. “No.”

Fire flickers in his stare. “You wanted to be punished, practically agreed to it, so I’m going to punish you. On your knees, woman.”

“I get no pleasure?”

“Nope.”

“I have to suck your diseased dick?”

His grin is wicked. “Yep.”

“Fuck you.”

“Later,” he growls. “Now get down there and pull my dick out.”

We have a stare off, waiting for the other to back down. Neither of us does.

“You have a word that’ll get you out of this,” he reminds me. “If you want to pussy out, then use it.”

He’s so infuriating.

Sliding out of his lap, I give him an exaggerated thumbs-up. “Got it, Mr. Hutton.”

“I hate that fucking thumb. And it’s Cal,” he grinds out. “You’re about to choke on my dick, so you get to use the magical word.”

I huff but kneel between his spread thighs. My palms slide up his pant legs to where his cock strains in his slacks. Before I can undo the belt, he stops me, holding on to each wrist.

“When Terrence first went into the hospital, they thought he’d need a blood transfusion. It was a wakeup call that I felt like I ought to be tested before donating blood. I slept with a lot of women.” His serious stare immobilizes me. “Turns out, I’m the wrong blood type for him anyway, but I did get a full panel of tests done. Miraculously, I’m clean.”

“Every girl wants to hear about all the girls her guy has fucked,” I deadpan. “Thanks for the lesson in your sexual history.”

His eyebrow cocks up at my sass. He doesn’t let go, which means he’s waiting on a response.

“I’m clean too, remember?” I pause to chew on my bottom lip. “And after what happened…” I blink back the burn in my eyes as I try not to let the loss of the baby consume me. “I’m also on birth control.”

He studies me for a beat, like he might ask me to elaborate on what I was about to say, but in the end, he nods.

“Suck my clean dick, loser.”

I punch his thigh, making him laugh. “I’m not doing it now.”

“Aww,” he taunts. “My girl needs coddling to get her to open that pretty mouth. What do you want to hear, English? That I think your tits are fucking divine? That my mouth waters to taste your pussy because I can smell your arousal from here and I’m starved for it?”

I squirm at his words. “That’s a good start. Keep going.”

“I think you’re beautiful,” he murmurs, absolutely no humor in his voice. “It makes me crazy. Angry. Stressed the fuck out. Bitter. It still doesn’t change the fact you’re the hottest girl I’ve ever seen.”

“That’s sweet, I think. Also kind of messed up.”

“Put my dick in your mouth, Charlie girl. Those juicy lips are too perfect to not be put to good use.”

I chew on the bottom one as I unbuckle his belt. His eyes sear into me as I unzip him. My hand wraps around his thick shaft, the piercings pressing into my palm. I want to gawk and inspect them up close, but figure now’s not the time. I’d heard a rumor his dick was pierced. Seeing and hearing about it are two different things. Feeling them is something altogether different.

“Lick it,” he growls. “Lick the tip and have a taste.”

His fingers are rough as they dig into my hair, tangling in my locks. It’s almost painful. Almost. Unlike Ryan, Cal toes the line between pleasure and pain, giving me something delicious I didn’t know I craved. Maybe it was something I was searching for and fell too deep the wrong way with Ryan.

With Cal, it seems measured and safe.

Dangerous but still delicate.

I flick my tongue out, my eyes darting up to meet his, as I circle his crown. The darkening in his green eyes tells me he wants me to taste the bead of pre-cum on the very tip, but he’s not the only one loving the idea of taunting the other. Ignoring his needy tip, I flatten my tongue and run it along the top of his shaft, licking each piercing of his Jacob’s Ladder all the way to the base where his dark hair is trimmed neat.

Four piercings.

God, that’s hot.

I bet it feels amazing. No wonder every girl in this town wants to ride Cal’s dick. I can’t even be mad at him. In Roux’s books she reads, we’d giggle over the girls in the story with the magical glitter pussies that makes all the heroes go stupid for.

Cal has a magical dick.

Complete with shiny jewelry.

“Damn, English,” he grunts. “You’re worshipping my dick with your tongue like it’s a fucking dripping ice cream cone. Stop licking and fucking eat it.”

I laugh, but I give in, sucking on just the crown, savoring the salty taste of what’s to come. He groans when I take him deeper, deliberately letting my teeth scrape over his flesh and piercings. I take him as far as I can go and then gag.

His grip on my hair tightens, making my eyes water. I tense, waiting for him to skullfuck me. Instead, he loosens his grip and pets me like a kitten. Something about the gentle touch brings tears to my eyes. I try to blink them away, but they slide out, splashing on his dick.

“Say the word, Charlie girl,” he murmurs, caressing my hair.

I meet his concerned stare, hot tears still falling and utter one word with my lips around his dick.

Cal.

Fierce pride shines in his eyes. It spurs me on to show him I’m worthy. I dig my claws into his thigh, reminding us both of that fact.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

“Dinner’s here,” Dad calls out from the other side of the door.

“We’ll be out in a second,” Cal responds, his voice even. “Char’s showing me her rock collection.”

Dad grouses under his breath and then barks out, “Jesus Christ, Hutton. You better not be defiling my daughter under my roof.”

“Never,” Cal says.

Cabinet doors start slamming in the kitchen. I continue to suck Cal’s dick until he lets out a small grunt in warning. Picking up my speed, I ready myself for his taste. He hisses and then his salty cum splashes my tongue. Greedily, I gulp it down, sucking him completely dry.

“Stand up,” he growls.

I pop off his dick and rise shakily to my feet. His hands find my hips as he stares up at me. “You’re mine this weekend. Make it happen.”

“And what about after?” I ask, pulling away.

He rises to his feet and stuffs his cock back in his slacks. Without losing eye contact, he buckles his pants and then steps forward. A strong hand gently grips my throat as he brings his nose to mine.

“Still mine, Hoodlum.”

He pecks me on the lips and then slips out of the room like he didn’t just blow my mind.

I’m Cal’s.

How did this even happen?

Why do I love it?

Will it last?

I don’t have the answers.

I’m not sure I even want them.

All I know is I want him. For now. For this weekend. For after, even though I don’t know how long the after is.
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Cal

 

Roan: Seriously, man, I’m freaking the fuck out.

I stare down at my phone as I pack my bag to leave class for the day. My mind has been on replay of Charlotte giving me head at her dad’s place last night. She fucking obliterated me. I don’t know what’s different about her sucking my dick compared to any other chick I’ve been with, but there is something different.

It wasn’t for show.

It wasn’t some ploy to make me notice her.

It wasn’t some power trip move to show her friends up.

Every lick and taste was her way of showing she craves me just as much as I crave her. It was maddening and teasing. I wanted to yank her up and fuck her right on her bed in a claiming caveman move.

If her dad hadn’t interrupted, I would’ve done just that.

Hell, I nearly did against the side of my truck when she later walked me down to the parking garage after dinner. I settled for a kiss that made her breathless. I’m sure her dad fucking hates me, because he’d be stupid if he didn’t think we were up to some shit in there with the door closed, but he didn’t say a word.

Roan: Stop ignoring me.

I snort out a laugh and reply to my friend.

Me: It’s just your dad. I know you have beef with him, but I thought it was getting better.

Roan: It was. But he was behind bars.

Me: He might not get out.

Roan: He said it’s likely.

Me: Is it or is he just wishful thinking?

Roan: Samantha’s been working her magic. He’s been in the pen for a while now and hasn’t gotten into too much shit. It’s more than likely. It’s going to happen. I can feel it.

Me: Roux will be happy.

Roan: She doesn’t remember him like I do.

Me: A man can change.

He doesn’t reply right away, so I lock up my classroom and head down the hall.

Roan: What if he breaks her heart again?

Me: Like Jordy will let him live to tell that tale.

Roan: No shit. But Dad’s such a hothead. I’m afraid he’ll just end up going back to prison for the same old shit.

Me: That’s out of your control. What does the rat say?

Roan: Hubs says he’s my dad and to give him another chance.

Me: Pussy.

He sends me a bunch of middle finger emojis that make me laugh.

Me: Kidding, dickhead. I think Hollis is right. If he gets out, there’s not much you can do aside from decide whether or not you want to be a part of his life. Roux’s a big girl and can make her own decisions. Do what’s right for your family.

Roan: Dude. Did you give your dad your phone? Mr. Hutton? Is that you?

Me: That’s the last time I give you advice, fuckface.

He sends me an annoying thumbs-up emoji, knowing full and fucking well I hate that stupid thing with a passion.

Me: I’m blocking your ass for that.

Roan: You love me and my thumb.

I pocket my phone, shaking my head. I’m just passing through the English wing of the building when I see him.

Wes Ewing.

Talking to my fucking girl.

Rather than throwing my phone at his punk-ass head like I want, I prowl up to him like a stalking panther. Charlotte is looking down at a paper, not even seeing me as I approach.

“It’s just this little coffee shop. I know poems aren’t really your thing, but it would mean a lot if you came with me. Helped critique them.” He chuckles nervously. “As friends of course.”

“I don’t know, Mr. Ewing,” she starts, her voice sounding off.

“Wes.” He laughs again. “I told you when it’s just us, call me Wes. I’m not much older than your brother and his friends. Besides, you should have graduated already and you’re eighteen now. It’s not like it’s illegal. We could be dating and no one would care.”

Fuck this dumb bitch boy.

I shove past him, knocking him into the lockers, before I sling an arm over Charlotte’s shoulders. My eyes are on his as I deliver my cold words. “I would care.”

Fear wars with hatred as his features morph back and forth, unable to decide which direction he’s going to go. Eventually, he settles on hatred.

His. Fucking. Funeral.

“Don’t you think that’s a little inappropriate, Mr. Hutton,” he grinds out, waving an arm at the way I tuck Charlotte into my side.

I fling my middle finger out, shoving it in his face. “Who are you going to tell? Her aunt?” My eyes narrow. “Roux?”

Charlotte stiffens, but wisely stays out of this pissing match.

Wes’s face blanches. For one second. And then he’s back to being a bitch boy.

“Charlotte,” he grumbles. “I hope you’re being safe. Last year was a bad one for you and I hope you’re not making the same mistakes.” He levels me with a disgusted glare.

“Fuck off, Ewing,” I bark out. “Ask my girl out on a date again and I’ll smother you in your sleep.”

“Fucking psycho,” he snaps.

“Takes one to know one,” I volley back.

“You can’t date a student.” He looks down on me like he’s the fucking moral police.

“Does it say anything in the handbook about sucking my dick?” I taunt.

He shoves past me, his feet stomping loudly as he leaves without another word. Charlotte is quiet, so I turn to her, pressing her back against the lockers so I can look at her. Her blond brow is arched, flinging all kinds of attitude my way.

She can get pissy.

I did what I had to do to keep that predator away from her.

“Great,” she complains, “now Mr. Ewing knows I sucked your dick.”

“He’s just pissed you didn’t suck his.”

“Whatever.”

“I’m serious, English. Stay away from him.”

“Jealous because another guy asked me out?”

“Not jealous. Pissed that he has the gall to think he has that right.”

“He should just know you’ve claimed me?” Her voice is shrill and her blue eyes shine with indignation.

“He should know to back the fuck away from us Hoodlums.”

She studies my face for a beat. “This isn’t about us, is it? There’s more. History between you.”

I shrug, earning another glare from her.

“What about Roux?” she asks softly. “You mentioned her earlier.”

Every muscle tenses in my body as I’m thrust back to that night. I’d never wanted to kill someone more than in that moment. Had Roux not begged me not to, I might have. I still might.

“Ask Roux,” I tell her, our eyes locking. “Not my story to tell.”

Panic flashes in her eyes and then they grow watery. “I missed an entire year of my life. My friends and family. I should know these stories.” Her bottom lip trembles. “I hate myself for that.”

I pin her against the lockers, my hips pressing into hers. “You’re not allowed to hate yourself, loser.” I bring my fingers to her chin, tilting her head up. “That’s my job, beautiful. One I take very seriously.”

Rather than cowering at my words, she fucking smiles.

Goddamn this girl.

“Hating myself is hard,” she admits. “Depressing. It’s much more therapeutic when you do it for me.”

I nip at her lip. “Glad to be of service.”

Our mouths meet for a fiery kiss that has her writhing in my arms. If I didn’t think we’d get caught, I’d rip her jeans off and fuck her right here. Leave her wet, cum-stained panties on Wes’s door so he knows I’ve laid claim to her.

“If you’re done dry fucking my sister, I’d like to steal her. We’re supposed to meet Dad at four to go to dinner.”

I pull away, turning to grin at Penny, who wears a bored expression as she stares at her phone. “Tell Daddy to save a seat for me. I’m pretty hungry.” I turn to wink at Charlotte while Penny pretends to gag.

“You two are so gross,” she complains. “I’ll be in the Jeep, sis.”

As soon as she leaves, I steal another kiss from my girl.
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Dinner with the English family was surprisingly laidback. It’s easy to see the girls adore their father. I like the guy, but since Roan hasn’t completely forgiven him for what he did to Hollis, I can’t show it. Garrett may have fucked his family over when he lost his shit over Hollis being gay, but I think he truly feels remorse. He moved across country to be near them and basically dedicates every free second of his time to seeing his kids. Yeah, Garrett’s okay in my book.

My phone buzzes, distracting me from my thoughts.

Some Douchebag: I can get a keg for Campfire Chaos, bro.

I crack my neck as I reply back.

Me: Find some other place to party. Campfire Chaos is indefinitely canceled.

He sends me a bunch of crying emojis. Fucking loser.

Me: Lose my number.

The douchebag sends me a thumbs-up. I wish I knew who it was so I could break his thumbs. Whoever created the thumbs-up emoji was a fucking asshole. No one uses it in a happy way. It’s always a smartass, passive aggressive “fuck you.”

I send him a picture of my middle finger. The real one. No fucking emoji. Then, I block his reject ass.

I’m annoyed, but then, like always lately, my mind drifts back to Charlotte. I’d wanted to steal her and fuck her in the restaurant bathroom tonight but settled for just fucking with her in general. The girl didn’t cower or balk when I’d give her shit. Instead, she laughed and even punched my arm a few times.

It was…nice.

Warmth curls in my belly as I think about her. Supple, pink lips. Bright, fierce blue eyes. A cute little nose with a dash of freckles. I’m totally fucked with this girl.

Which is why I’m sitting in front of Wes motherfucking Ewing’s house like a stalker. This afternoon, he pushed me too far. I gave my warning for him to stay away from her and he ignored it. I’d heard the pathetic way he tried to get her to go on a date with him. Fucking pervert. I’d put off my plans to terrorize him because everything that happened with Terrence derailed them, but my focus is back on Ewing.

I’m going to expose him for the sicko he is.

The living room light goes out and then a few seconds later another light turns on somewhere else in his house. The light is dimmer and blue. I fling open my truck door and hop out, barely clicking the door closed behind me. Stealthily, I stalk across the street into his yard. I prowl over to the window and peek between the slats of the blinds.

Nasty ass.

The fucker is sitting at a desk, his back to the window, his right hand moving as he rubs on himself. He clicks through several images of shit on his computer that I don’t want to even see because one glance tells me they’re way too young. The pervert settles on a girl with dark hair, reminding me of Roux when she was in middle school. Gritting my teeth to keep from throwing my phone through his window, I instead swipe it open and turn it to video mode. I take a video, looking elsewhere as he beats off. His groans can be heard through the window, making me cringe. When he finishes, I walk away slowly, sweeping the camera to look at his house. I make it to his mailbox, zooming in on the address.

“Wes Ewing beats off to kids,” I spit out. “This is motherfucking evidence. Destroy it once you put his ass in jail.”

I send the video to an email for safekeeping and then destroy the shit so I don’t accidentally ever see it again. Once I climb into my truck, I turn the engine over, squeal my tires as I make a U-turn in the middle of the street, and then mow down his mailbox.

I’d rather run over him, but this is satisfying enough for now.
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Charlotte

 

“Are you fucking Cal?” Tierra asks, her black, sculpted brow arched high on her forehead.

I choke on a piece of lettuce. “W-What? No.”

Her eyes roll hard, making her long, ebony lashes flutter.

“I’m not lying,” I say, hating that I sound defensive. “Seriously.”

I’m not telling her we’ve shared a few kisses and I gave him a blow job with my dad in the next room.

“Honey, you are blushing,” she crows, cackling. “Your face is on fire.”

“Oh my God,” I groan. “You’re such a bitch. We haven’t fucked.”

“Yet.” She grins. “It’s inevitable, isn’t it?”

I curl my lip up at her, which makes her laugh harder. She’s bubbly and loud I’ve learned this week. A total opposite to Penny’s broody, snarky self. It’s amazing they’ve become friends.

“Didn’t know the whores were having a party,” Paxton says, dropping onto the seat beside me. He slings an arm over my shoulder. “How come I wasn’t invited? I’ve never fucked a black girl before.”

Tierra scoffs. “And you’re not ever going to get to either.”

“You’re not the only black bitch around here,” he grunts out, irritated at her blatant refusal.

“Because I am the black bitch around here, boy. Move on before we sic our girl on you. She eats pussy boys for breakfast.” Tierra smirks at him. “T-T-Today, Junior.”

Penny arrives, knocking Paxton’s ball cap off his head. “Hey, Pax, the nurse is looking for you. She said those warts on your dick are contagious. Better go get some cream.”

Several students nearby snigger.

He stands, towering over Penny’s shrimpy self. Pax may play football and be buff as hell, but Penny has more attitude than the football players and cheerleaders combined. His size and height do nothing to intimidate her.

“You think you’re tough shit, bitch,” Paxton growls.

“Is there a problem here?” Mr. Ewing asks, approaching our table.

“Yeah. It’s six feet tall and has crabs,” Penny offers. “That’s the problem here.”

Mr. Ewing grimaces at her words. “Both of you. To the office.”

“I’ll see myself,” Penny sasses. “I have to stop by the bathroom first. Girl stuff. I’ve got my period. I’m probably bleeding right through my tamp—”

Both Paxton and Mr. Ewing hiss in disgust.

“Make your way there after,” Mr. Ewing barks out. “Anderson, let’s go.”

As they walk off, Penny flips them off and sits. “You bitches miss me?”

“You’re certainly entertaining,” I agree. “We had that idiot handled.”

Penny shrugs. “Who said I was defending you? Maybe I just wanted to fuck with him.”

Someone approaches and the three of us turn to see who our new visitor could possibly be. Ugh. Heidi. That girl is going to drive me insane with her typical high school diva attitude.

“The world is not flat,” Penny says to Heidi. “I told you this, Helga. Haven’t you ever seen a globe?”

Heidi blinks at her in confusion and then scowls at her. “It’s Heidi.”

“World’s still round,” Penny replies.

“Whatever, weirdo. I came to talk to her.” Heidi points a purple fingernail at me, anger flaring in her hazel eyes. “Everyone knows you’re fucking Cal Hutton. Plus, my friend Olivia overheard you two talking.”

“Even if I was, which I’m not,” I grind out, “I wouldn’t tell you because it’s not your business.”

Heidi flicks her dark hair over her shoulder in a comical way, reminding me of every bad cliché teenage movie. “It’s my business because I rule this school. What I say goes.”

“Like the mafia?” Penny deadpans. “Are you a mob boss, Helen?”

Heidi’s face turns as purple as her nails. “It’s Heidi, dumbass. And no, I am royalty—”

“Technically, I’m the queen,” Tierra pipes up, her sleek black ponytail flinging back and forth as she lets it be known. “Fight me on this.”

“She did already claim this title,” I agree, smirking at the furious cheerleader.

“Shut up,” Heidi snarls. “You’re just a skanky has-been trying to pretend she didn’t fuck up her senior year. Newsflash, Charlotte, you’re not cool anymore. I’m the head cheerleader now. I’m the bitch in charge.”

“You got the bitch part right,” Penny says, smiling sweetly at her.

“You’ve messed with the wrong chick,” Heidi snaps at me, ignoring my sister. “When Cal gets tired of fucking your saggy vagina, he’ll wise up.”

Tierra cackles. “This cheerleader monster act is because you want to bone my cousin? No fucking way!”

Once again, Heidi frowns in confusion. “He’s not your cousin.”

“Because he’s white?” Tierra demands, pinning her with a challenging glare.

Heidi opens and closes her mouth, looking every bit a fish out of water. Finally, she regains her composure, turning her glare to me. “Stay low, on the bottom of the food chain here, and I’ll leave you be, skanky bitch.”

“Awfully threatened by a skanky bitch,” I say, arching a brow. “It’s almost like you’re terrified I’ll take the boy you like and your position on the squad.”

Her hazel eyes narrow. “You wouldn’t dare try out. Not after how you were such a disgrace last year. The girls on the squad hate you.”

“Coach Jenner loves me, though,” I tell her with a vicious grin. “See you at practice, friend.”

“Bye, Heidi Ho,” Penny says, waving at her. “We’re done here.”
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Coach Jenner studies me for a beat before sighing. “You had me worried, kiddo.”

I chew on my bottom lip, keeping all those sad emotions at bay. Now’s not the time. I swallow them down and then smile. “I had me worried, but I’m better, Coach. I know I don’t deserve to try out, but I want to.”

“Is this about Heidi?” she asks, frowning. “She stopped by after lunch and said you were bullying her.”

I raise both brows. “Do you honestly believe that?”

“No,” Coach admits. “Which is why I told her if you wanted to try out, you could. I just don’t want you doing this for the wrong reasons.”

“I mean,” I mutter, “it would feel good to see her squirm, especially after how rude she’s been to me, but that’s not it. After ruining last year, I just want to right all my wrongs. I loved being on the squad. It’s good exercise and looks good for college.”

“There’s my girl,” Coach says with a smile. “If that’s what you want, grab a change of clothes from the extras and let’s head out to the gym. Cheerleading takes continuous practice. You’ve been out of practice for a year. I’m not promising a spot, just an opportunity to try.”

I’m thankful the rehab facility not only had an awesome gym, but personal trainers as well. All of my muscle tone I may have lost during my time with Ryan was regained after a couple of months of hard work and focusing on my health again.

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I agree. “My dad always taught us to work hard for what we want. I want this.”

Ten minutes later, I’m changed into a tiny pair of black shorts and orange sports bra. I’ve pulled my hair into a black ponytail holder and threw back on my tennis shoes without socks. Not exactly the best outfit to try out in, but it’s all I have. We head into the gym and I spend the next twenty minutes warming up and stretching.

I mull over some of the cheers I came up with when I was on the squad, planning what I will show her. Once I scoop up some poms, I affix a grin on my face and lift my chin.

“Ready?” I call out in a loud, peppy tone, “Okay!”

The next several minutes, I run through three back to back cheers. I’m sweating and my muscles are aching, but it feels good. Like this phoenix is stretching her wings, ready to take flight.

“Excellent form,” Coach praises. “Still a big mouth, I see.”

I blush thinking about just how big my mouth is to be able to give Cal head. Gah. Not the time to be thinking about that man’s pierced dick.

“How about you show me if you can still tumble? Don’t break your neck, English.”

Laughing, I bounce, making sure to let my ponytail dance from side to side with each choreographed sway of my hips. Then, I pivot and face her, my arms in the air. Thanks to years of gymnastics in Vermont, I’m fairly bendy and athletic.

I don’t try for anything super difficult since I’m out of practice, just what feels like muscle memory. By the time I’ve flipped and twisted all over the gym, I end my sequence by falling into the splits. I can’t help but wince, because yeah, it’s been a long time since I did that.

“There’s my girl,” Coach says, a wide grin on her face. “Just what the squad is missing. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but now I know. It’s you. Great job, kiddo. See you at practice.”

She leaves and I stand. I make my way over to where I’d set down my bottle of water. Someone slowly claps. I swivel around expecting to see Cal. Instead, Mr. Ewing grins down at me from the top of the bleachers. I didn’t even notice he’d arrived.

Now that we’re alone and he’s coming down the steps, a wave of unease washes over me. Yesterday the way he spoke to me was strange. To be honest, it creeped me out. I was glad Cal came to my rescue, even if he was a little harsh in his delivery.

“Someone’s getting their life back together,” he says, hopping down to the gym floor from the last step.

“Yeah, I guess. Didn’t see you up there, Mr. Ewing. Been here long?”

He smirks, his eyes raking down my front for a brief moment. “It’s Wes, remember? We’re just friends outside of class.”

I cross my arms over my tits since he can’t seem to look away. “Right. Did you need something?”

His eyes lose their easy charm and panic flashes in them. He runs his fingers through his hair, letting loose a frustrated groan. “I’m sorry, Charlotte.”

“For?”

“For acting like a dick yesterday. I was out of line. It was inappropriate and I’m sorry.”

I soften at his words. “It’s fine.”

“No,” he murmurs, frowning. “It’s not. I’m your teacher. I should be more professional…”

“I’m sensing a but,” I say with a laugh.

He smirks. “But, admittedly, it’s difficult. I don’t think you realize how hot you are. I forgot my place.”

“Uh, thanks,” I mumble. “I should go.”

I start for the locker room, unnerved by the sound of his footsteps as he follows. By the time I reach my bag in the locker room, he’s followed me inside. It creeps me out to be alone with him, but I don’t let him know that.

“Bye, Mr. Ewing.”

He stares for a long beat, his eyes raking over my form once more. “Bye, Charlotte. See you in class tomorrow.”

I stare at the door, not moving a muscle until I hear the outer doors close. Forgoing a shower, I quickly change back into my clothes and grab my bag. I shoot a text to Penny to pick me up at the gym side door and then head that way.

I’ve just pocketed my phone when I shove through the doors. I walk into a cloud of cigarette smoke. Two guys are leaned up against the brick building smoking, as though they’re waiting for me. I recognize one of the guys and cringe.

Grayson.

He’s a guy who used to hang out with Ryan. A grade below. One of Ryan’s minions who kissed his ass. The other guy looks familiar too. Ignoring them both, I start for the parking lot. A firm grip around my bicep stops me.

“Where you running off to so fast?” Grayson growls.

I jerk out of his grip, spinning to face off with him. “Don’t touch me.”

His friend comes to stand beside him, choosing to also be a douchebag.

“Everyone knows you purr like a kitten if touched the right way,” Grayson says with a salacious grin. “We’ve seen the pictures. You whored yourself out, Charlotte. Don’t act all prim and proper now.”

“Fuck you,” I snap at him and then point at his laughing friend. “You too.”

“Aww,” Grayson mocks. “She hates you too, Eli.”

“What do you want?” I demand, refusing to be cowed by these fools.

Grayson’s face loses its humor and he gets right in my face, making me shriek in surprise. “I’m here to deliver a message from Ryan.”

My blood runs cold. “We broke up.”

“Tell him that.” He sneers. “Ryan says you’re his. He says his bitch is actively trying to fuck up his life, though.”

I scoff at him. “How?”

“Everyone knows you’re a slut, Charlotte. You spread your legs like it’s your job. Now you expect everyone to believe he tried to rape you? His dad is pissed you’d file such a claim.”

“Tell Ryan to forget he ever knew me,” I hiss out. “And if you ever bother me again, you’ll regret it, fuck boy. I’m a Hoodlum now. You do not want those boys to bring their wrath down on you.”

His eyes flash in surprise and then apprehension. That’s what I thought.

With a bitchy smile and a wriggle of my fingers, I wave to them before turning on my heel and hauling ass away from them.

It’s not until I’m home later and showered that I finally relax. Ryan is a problem I can’t seem to escape from. I hate him.

Before his creeps tried to intimidate me, though, I had a different problem.

Wes Ewing.

I think about the way he behaved and then Cal’s words yesterday about Roux. Quickly, I fire off a text to her.

Me: What’s up with Wes?

She responds immediately.

Roux: Stay away from him, Char.

I frown at my screen before typing back.

Me: Care to elaborate?

Roux: Another day. Just trust me.

I’m about to respond when a number I don’t recognize sends a text. Cold dread consumes me. Ryan won’t quit. But then I read the text. All the stress melts away.

Unknown Number: Miss my dick, loser?

Me: How did you get my number, Mr. Hutton?

I add the number to my contacts in my phone.

Chaos Hoodlum: Magic.

Me: My brother sucks.

Chaos Hoodlum: I bet he does…

Me: Gross.

Chaos Hoodlum: He’s not the only English who gives good head.

Me: How do YOU know if my brother gives good head? Does Roan know you’ve been letting Hollis suck you off?

Chaos Hoodlum: I’m spanking your ass for that comment.

Me: Such a big talker, but such a sore loser when he goes head to head with a little girl.

Chaos Hoodlum: Nothing little about that mouth of yours.

Me: So I’ve been told…

Chaos Hoodlum: By who???

Me: Coach Jenner.

The dots move and then stop. A few times, actually.

Chaos Hoodlum: You’re fucking with me.

I send him a bunch of thumbs-up emojis in a row.

Me: I tried out this afternoon and made the team. I’m officially a cheerleader now.

Chaos Hoodlum: Stupidest emoji ever fucking created, cheerleader.

Me: Hostile over a thumb.

Chaos Hoodlum: Keep digging that hole, English.

Me: Are my punishments adding up?

Chaos Hoodlum: You better damn believe it.

Me: Good. See you tomorrow.

I send him a bunch of kiss-face emojis and then end it with another thumbs-up emoji, knowing it’ll rile him up. He doesn’t respond, which makes me laugh.
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Cal

 

“And that’s how I knew,” Dad states, throwing another case of beer into the grocery cart.

I lift a brow, studying my dad’s face. His eyes are brown, so I got Mom’s green ones instead, but everything else I got from Dad. His towering height and muscle tone. Piss-ass attitude when you fuck with him. Dark brown hair and perpetual cheek scruff. He may be just a little over forty, but he has a young, handsome face. I’ve seen women stumble all over themselves in his presence, much to his irritation.

He only has eyes for Mom.

“You knew you loved Mom because she kicked you in the nuts?” I clarify. “If we’re being honest, that sounds really fucked up.”

Dad chuckles, earning an interested look from a woman around his age shopping with a small child. “The other women were…” He bends to grab another case of beer. “I don’t know how to explain it. Trying too hard? Your mom made me try hard.”

He and Mom have each told their own variations of their love story over the years, but mostly I pretended to gag so they’d stop. Suddenly, I’m all too fucking interested.

“Sounds difficult,” I joke.

Dad flashes me a rueful grin that shaves years off his age. “Made shit interesting. Fell in love with that girl before we even graduated high school. Knocked her up too. Your grandpa was so pissed that I gave up my basketball scholarship to make an honest woman out of your mother. We didn’t speak for nearly a year because of it too. It wasn’t until he met you that he relaxed and even gifted us the campground property. It all worked out.”

“Hmph.”

“Who is she?” Dad asks, stopping to pin me with a hard, penetrating Hutton glare.

“Who is who?”

Dad lets out a derisive snort. “I’m not old yet, kid. Tell me who has my son all twisted into knots where he’s not only listening to his parents’ love story, but also taking mental notes.”

“I’m not taking mental notes,” I grumble.

“Maybe it’s not love, but it’s something. Spill. This is the first time you’ve ever asked to include your parents for a cookout with the Hoodlums and their families. Something’s up. I’m not an idiot.”

I guess it is weird for me to cancel Campfire Chaos and turn it into a riverside barbeque instead, even stranger asking my parents to come.

“I just figured being a teacher and all, I should behave,” I lie.

Dad’s always seen right through them, so I don’t even know why I tried. “We both know you’ll be a shit like me until the day you die. It’s in our blood. That’s not it. It’s not the boys either. It’s a girl. I see the same dumb puppy dog look in your eyes that was reflected back at me all those years ago when I fell for your mom.”

“I’m not falling for her,” I grumble. “She just gets under my skin.”

Dad’s grin is wide and knowing. “That’s how it starts. Then she’ll kick you in the nuts and steal your heart.”

“She already stole my best friend,” I state bitterly. “What’s my heart too?”

His eyebrows fly up in surprise. “The English girl? The one who was running around with Michael Cunningham’s kid?”

“Yep,” I bite out. “So can we stop comparing her to your perfect wife now because Charlotte is so far from perfect it’s not even funny.”

We’ve made it to the bread aisle to pick up hamburger buns. Dad stops to scrutinize me. After a moment of his assessing stare, he grips my shoulder and squeezes.

“It was an accident, Cal.”

I close my eyes, only seeing Terrence’s face with tubes coming out of his mouth. “But he’s still gone,” I mutter, hating the way my throat tightens.

“Is she sorry it happened?”

I reopen my eyes. “Yeah.”

“And you somehow like her through all this hating her for what happened?”

“Unfortunately.”

“Well, that’s a kick to the nuts if I ever saw one.” He winks. “Hold on tight because the ones who seem to fuck your life up royally are always the ones who ride out that horror show with you until the end.” He elbows me in the ribs, laughing like an idiot.

“You did not just refer to your kid and marriage as a horror show,” I deadpan.

“I did. I’m still haunted by your toddler years.”

I playfully punch his arm. “You’re an idiot, Dad.”

We continue our shopping, but his words light a match inside me. Is that why I can’t seem to hate Charlotte like I want? Because we’re much more than enemies turning into lovers? That there’s a whole future designed out ahead of us that we’ll have to stumble our way through?

This shit right here is Roan and Jordy territory. I want to pick their brains tonight when I see them. Ask them how they knew. Roan wasn’t too happy when he started seeing Hollis. Like he was pissed he liked the rat. I know the feeling completely. Something about those English kids, I guess.

“I said I’ll be there soon,” a man snaps, drawing Dad’s and my attention his way. “You’ll get paid.” He hangs up the phone and scowls at us.

“Well, if it isn’t Jack Henderson. Long time no see, man,” Dad greets, offering his hand to the man around his age. “How’s Vivienne? Lacey?”

Wait…

Lacey?

As in Lacey Henderson? Moaning Lisa?

Rather than answering Dad or shaking his hand, Jack stalks off. I guess Dad must have pissed him off. It’s a Hutton trait. Sometimes we piss people off simply by existing.

“What a reunion,” I joke.

Dad shoots me an annoyed look. “I was being nice. You saw it. I never had beef with Henderson, personally, though he was always kind of a bitch being that he ran around with Jace Hirsch. I don’t know what his problem was.”

Henderson and Roan’s dad were friends? Interesting.

“Maybe it was me,” I say with a shrug. “Terrence and I used to call his daughter Moaning Lisa.”

“Step-daughter.” He shakes his head at me. “And I don’t want to even know why you two assholes called her that. You Hoodlums are douchebags.”

Dad is the king of the douchebags.

“It was more innocent than you’re thinking,” I tell him with a shrug. “Just a dumb nickname we gave Lacey in high school. They moved before the start of our senior year. Terrence was really broken up about it for a while there too. Maybe having Lacey back in town will give him some incentive to wake the hell up.”
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It’s around six by the time everyone begins showing up. Roan and Hollis arrive first, little Sebban sitting on Roan’s shoulders as Hollis carries their bags. Like me, they’re already dressed in their swim trunks, ready to have one last good swim before the weather starts to turn cold. I saunter over to them and hold my fist up to Sebban.

“Hey, Baby Hoodlum. Fist bump.”

He laughs—and it’s fucking cute, even if it does sound like Sidney’s old laugh—as he bumps my fist, nearly launching himself off Roan’s shoulders in the process. Roan steadies him, only grimacing slightly as Sebban practically rips his hair out as he holds on.

“Hope you guys are hungry. Dad bought a shit ton of food.” I motion back to where my parents have set up a portable grill, some loungers, and an ice chest along the riverbank. “He’ll start the grill when everyone gets here and—what the fuck?”

Hollis shakes his head, walking past me, his face turning bright red like I didn’t just see his nipples pierced. It’s then I realize Roan’s are pierced too.

“You two dirty little freaks,” I hiss, trying to tweak Roan’s nipple.

He sidesteps me and pulls Sebban off his shoulders to use his own fucking kid as a shield. “Don’t touch,” he says through a laugh. When I try to pinch his nipple again, Roan sets Sebban to his feet. “Go see Dadda.”

Sebban darts over to Hollis while I smack at Roan’s abs.

“Dude,” I say, shaking my head. “You guys got your nipples pierced because you’re horndog sex freaks. Kinky as shit, too, I bet.”

Roan shrugs, his amber eyes lighting up wickedly. “I wanted to get them done. Hollis surprised the hell out of me when he said he’d get his done too. Best shit we ever did.” He winks at me, making me groan.

“Wow. I wasn’t expecting that. Terrence is going to…” I trail off, all humor fading. Roan frowns. “What’s up with Sebban calling him Dadda?”

“He’s adopting him. We’ve already filed the paperwork.”

“No shit? Congrats.”

“We’re going to go house hunting soon, but we’ve already discussed adopting another one.”

“Two kids? Damn. But you both work. Who’ll watch them?”

He lets out an exasperated sigh. “Daycare. Just like every other married couple on the planet. We’re no different.” The defensive tone in his voice makes me feel like shit.

“I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant you’re both finally in the careers you want to be in.”

“It’ll work out,” he assures me. Then, his features grow stormy. “Samantha called.”

“Was it a booty call?”

He shakes his head, blowing out a breath of air. “No. She wanted to let me know that it’s done.”

“What?”

“Dad, dumbass. I told you last night.”

“He’s actually getting out?”

His throat bobs as he swallows hard. “He is out. As in, they let that asshole free.”

“Where is he?”

“Who the hell knows. He hasn’t reached out yet.”

Yet.

“You think he’s going to give you shit? It’s not like you have to go live with him. You and Roux are adults now,” I remind him.

“What if he wants to see Sebban?” he asks, worry shining in his eyes. “He’s an ex-convict.”

“So is your best friend.”

Said best friend prowls along the riverbank toward us, loaded down with bags and chairs, walking at a slow pace alongside Roux like he’s seconds from scooping her pregnant ass up along with everything else he’s carrying.

“Yeah,” Roan agrees. “Guess that asshole turned out all right.”

They reach us and I can’t help but gape at Roux’s stomach. It’s so big. She still has a few months yet before she delivers, but since she’s a skinny little thing, she’s all belly. A pang of something settles in my gut. These Hoodlums are out finding their happiness and I’ll be the first to admit it looks good on them. Like something I’d really, really like to have.

It’s then I hear it.

One sound.

Her.

A laugh that travels past everything and curls itself around my soul. I both love and hate that she has this effect on me. I tear my gaze from these Hoodlums to the one I need to see.

Goddamn.

Why does she have to be so…everything?

Like a wolf salivating over a little lamb, I stalk her way, watching every bounce of her shoulder-length blond waves, each jiggle of her tits in her brown and gold bikini, all the curves on her athletic body.

I want to eat her alive.

“Hungry Hoodlum twelve o’clock,” Tierra says, pointing my way.

She and Penny continue walking past, but Charlotte stops inches in front of me. Her bag slides off her shoulder, hitting the sandy earth with a soft thud.

Taste. Suck. Bite.

My veins burn with the need to consume her.

I settle for touch. Lifting my hand, I brush away a golden strand of hair that sticks to her glossy lips. I cup her jaw with my hand, rubbing absently at the gloss with my thumb. Blue eyes search mine, trying to understand what’s going on in my mind. Truth is, I don’t fucking know. All I do know is I want her. In my arms. In my bed. In my fucking soul because she’s already invaded my mind and my heart.

“Hey, loser,” I say with a smirk.

Her lips curl into a maddening smile beneath my thumb. I can feel her emotions pulsing through that simple touch—joy, confusion, surprise, excitement. My dick responds, thickening in my trunks.

She presses a soft kiss to my thumb, the blue in her eyes twinkling softly. This girl fucking wrecks me. I can’t think. Her presence blots out the world around me, muting and fading it all so that all I see is her.

Only her.

I am so fucked.

“Run, English. Run so far away from me,” I warn, my free hand curling possessively around her hip. “It’s your only chance.”

Her palm slides up my bare chest, teasing at one of my nipples. “I prefer to run into the fire, not away from it.”

“A good way to get burned,” I growl.

“After the bleak, numb year I’ve had, I like how the sting of the fire reminds me that I’m alive.”

She stands on her toes, pressing a chaste kiss to my lips before she pulls away to walk over to Roux. I stare after her, wondering when the hell she turned my world on its axis. I can’t pinpoint the moment. All I know is she did it. Everything is an upside-down Wonderland and is all fucked up, yet I can’t help but tumble down this proverbial hole with Alice.

We’re both a little mad, it would seem.
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Charlotte

 

Numb.

For so long, I’ve been numb.

And then the night of the accident changed it all. I was torn from the arms of the monster and given a second chance. Since, everything has become crystal clear. I can feel. I’d spent so long numbing my emotions, that I now feel them with twice the intensity.

It’s refreshing.

I see everything with new eyes.

As everyone sits in a circle, eating the burgers Cal’s dad, David, made, I can’t help but drink it all in, greedy for the simple ease of it all. Everyone is laughing and happy. Roux is adorable with her cute pregnant belly and the way Jordy dotes on her. I’m upset we lost a year, but I’m incredibly thankful in that time she found him. Seeing my brother be a dad and a husband is something I’d never cared about. Yet, the genuine smile that never leaves his face makes me smile too. Even seeing Penny lighten up and actually have a friend is nice. Tierra is sassy and funny. Somehow, they connect in a way Roux and I were able to despite our completely opposite personalities.

I sneak a glance over at Cal. Roan is kicked back beside him, with Sebban in his lap as he eats Cheetos, engaging him in a conversation. When he’s with his Hoodlums, Cal is a king. Not a cruel one. The kind who laughs and smiles, gifting his royal subjects with his kindness. I’ve seen girls all but fall to their knees, just begging to see his amused eyes and smile.

I could be jealous of all those past girls, but I’m not.

I see the real him.

The angry, hurt, broken man behind the playful façade.

I know the real him, because I made him.

Pain aches through me knowing I’ve created the creature that lurks within, wanting to lash out and hunt for vengeance. I also feel a sense of protectiveness over that part of him. As though the beast I helped make needs me to stroke him and promise it’ll all be okay. Like maybe I’m the only one who can.

As though I’ve summoned the beast with my thoughts alone, Cal’s green eyes slice right to me, cutting me open to reveal my innermost ponderings. The playful king’s features darken only for me. He keeps up with his conversation, laughing when appropriate, but keeps me trapped in his lair of despair with him. The urge to crawl over to him and into his lap is strong. It’d be a horrible thing to do in front of his family, but I possess the urge to anyway.

“I’m going swimming,” Cal states, his voice thick with warning. He’s a shark inviting a minnow to play in the water with him. “Anyone coming?”

I wait until Jordy and Roan stand up to join him before also agreeing.

“I’ll go.” I tear my eyes from Cal’s hungry, approving gaze to look at the other girls. “You guys coming?”

Roux is locked in conversation with Cal’s parents, but Tierra and Penny nod. Hollis takes Sebban’s hand once he has his lifejacket on, and they follow along.

The water is cool, the promise of fall nipping at my toes with each step I take into the rushing river. It’s not until I’m waist deep that I sense his presence. The hairs on my arms stand on end and my nipples perk. I gnaw on my bottom lip, staring straight ahead to the other side of the river, trying to keep from leaping into his arms.

His hand takes mine as he walks deeper into the water. Following a shark into the deep end sounds like a terrible idea, but the prospect of his teeth excites me. He turns around when the water is just under my breasts, stopping from going too deep. I’m disappointed when he releases my hand. His eyes, however, have a hold on me. Latched onto my nipples that strain through the brown and gold fabric.

Penny and Tierra linger near Hollis and Roan as they all play with Sebban in the shallow waters. Jordy wades out by Cal and me. He’s a shark too. Thankfully, his eyes never stay too far from wherever Roux is.

“Roan tell you his old man got out?” Jordy asks Cal.

“Yeah. Seems pretty pissed about it.”

I perk up, listening in on their conversation. Roux didn’t tell me her dad was out of prison. We hadn’t exactly had a free moment to talk either, though.

“Jace is a good guy,” Jordy tells Cal. “I know he fucked up when they were younger, but if it weren’t for him, I might have died in the pen.”

His words make me shiver. Jordy gave up his freedom to protect Roux and Roan. It was incredibly stupid, but also selfless. His loyalty to them will always be his best quality. Jordy Martinez may be the most unhinged, scary Hoodlum, but I think he might love the hardest. Roux absolutely deserves that kind of love after the hellish life she and Roan went through.

“I hope he doesn’t fuck it up,” Cal agrees.

When Roux stands up from her chair, her stomach poking out as she stretches, Jordy slices through the water like the shark he is, eyes locked on his target. I’m left alone with Cal.

A strong arm encircles my waist, pulling me to his chest. I suck in a sharp, surprised breath. Hot lips find the side of my neck, gently kissing the flesh there. The cold water creeps up over my chest and to my chin as he wades deeper. My feet lash at the water now that I’m unable to stand.

“I’ve got you,” he rumbles. “Stop moving, English.”

I relax in his hold. His other hand that’s not holding me to him splays over my naked stomach, teasing me with his fingertips.

“This swimsuit should be illegal.” His growled words make me shiver. “Having to stare at you with a fucking boner in front of my parents is cruel.”

I grin, loving that I had that effect on him. “You hid it well with your plate.”

“Barely.” He slides his hand lower, letting one of his fingers slip beneath the edge of my bikini bottoms. “I can’t hide it now.”

His dick presses into my ass, resting along the crack, warning me of his size and girth.

“We both know I’m going to destroy your perfect pussy tonight,” he rumbles. “But I couldn’t go another second without touching you.” His hand slides into my bottoms. “Without touching this.”

I whimper when his finger expertly rubs at my clit before sliding along my slit and barely entering my body. My legs widen, eagerly inviting him in, and my feet hook around the back of his thighs.

“You think you deserve this, loser?” he croons, nuzzling my hair. “My finger inside you? You think you deserve pleasure?”

“Yes,” I sass, pressing my body against his finger. “Do it, Cal.”

Instead, he pulls it back out, teasing my clit again. “Beg, Charlie girl. Beg for me to finger your needy pussy. Tell me how bad and horrible you are for wanting to get off in front of my parents.”

God, he’s so dirty.

I fucking love it, too.

“Finger me,” I tell him, my words breathless. “Get me off in front of everyone.”

His teeth sink into the side of my neck, biting hard enough to make my body tense up, but not hard enough to break the skin. He chooses that tense moment to press the entire length of his finger into me. It’s a brutal invasion that lights my soul on fire.

“Why do you love pain?” His finger is gentle now as he fucks me slowly with it. “Why do you like to be hurt, beautiful?”

“I don’t,” I argue, letting out a low moan when he forcefully pushes in another finger. “Ahh, it burns.”

“Say your precious safe word, English. Say it right now.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t want to.”

“How come?”

“Because I want this.”

“Even though it hurts.”

I whimper when he pinches my nipple over my suit. “Y-Yes.”

“So you do like a little pain?”

“Only with you,” I breathe.

“Why?”

“Because I know you’ll stop if I can’t take it. You won’t hurt me. Not like him.”

He rewards me by suckling on my neck and fucking me slowly with his fingers. The top of my swimsuit gets pulled down, exposing one of my breasts to his greedy hand. We’re still beneath the water, so no one can see, but it feels naughty. He cups my entire breast before twisting the nipple in between his finger and thumb.

“I’m going to fuck you so hard,” he warns. “As soon as family time is over, I’m taking you to my place and I’m going to spend the whole night devouring you. I don’t know what this is between us, Charlotte, but I can’t not see it through. I need to be inside you. I may hate myself for that, but it doesn’t change the fact it’s my truth.”

“I want that too.”

“I’ve been in your mouth. Soon, I’ll be inside your cunt. One day, I’ll take your ass and you’ll love that too. Want to know why?”

“Why?” I whimper when his thumb rubs my clit.

“Because your body was made for me to punish. You crave every single thing I want to do to you. It’s vile and dirty, but you feel like you deserve it.”

“I’ve never done anal,” I murmur, my voice tight. “I don’t know that I’ll be good at it.”

“You don’t have to be good at it. You have to just take it. Brutal and hard. Hold on and try not to cry. It’ll hurt. You’ll cry.” His words are vicious as they lash at me, but I can’t flinch from them because he plays my pussy right to the edge of pleasure and leaves me lingering there.

“Sounds horrible.”

He chuckles, the sound dark and demonic, sending thrills of desire curling in my belly like plumes of smoke. Addictive and heady. “You love all the horrible things I do to you.”

With those words, he rubs me right over the edge, biting my neck again. I have to bite down on my bottom lip to keep from screaming out in pleasure. He slides his fingers out of me and rights my swimsuit bottoms. Rather than fixing my top, he exposes the other breast and then twists me in his arms until my naked breasts press against his bare skin.

His green eyes are violent.

Evil.

Starved.

And yet I’m not fearful of them.

I wrap my legs around his waist and run my fingers through his dark hair. His cock is like stone pressed against my pussy. I fixate on his full lips, craving to kiss them.

Will he fuck me here in the river?

Do I want that?

Yes.

“Charlotte…” His brows furl as he drinks me in. “I’m fucking terrified of you.”

My heart stutters in my chest. “Why?”

“Because you’ve hurt me so fucking much and I still want you. This power you have over me is wrong.”

I flinch at his words, my stomach clenching painfully. “Doesn’t feel wrong.”

“When we both crash and burn from this, you’ll feel it. It’s going to hurt. We’ll have no one to blame but ourselves.”

“Maybe we don’t crash,” I murmur. “Maybe it doesn’t have to hurt.”

He doesn’t believe me. Suspicion glints in his green-eyed glare. I don’t like this look on him. I like the adoring, ravenous one. Leaning forward, I press a kiss to his handsome mouth.

“I’ve had enough emotional pain, Cal,” I murmur against his mouth. “I can’t take any more of it. But this thing brewing between us doesn’t feel like it’ll kill me. It excites me and gives me hope.”

His lips part and I take my opening. I kiss him as though I have the power to make him see what he’s doing to me. Rather than shy away from my lips, he reads the language of my mouth, trying like hell to understand. This kiss is frantic and raw. I rub against him, needing him to consume me completely. To finish the deal. Set us in stone. His palm grips my ass hard, urging me to rock against his dick as he kisses the life out of me.

“Dude,” Roan rumbles from nearby. “You can’t fuck my sister-in-law in front of her brother.”

I freeze in Cal’s arms, heat creeping up my throat and cheeks. Cal laughs at Roan’s words, but he remains stiff. He pulls my top back into place and then hugs me to him like I might try to swim away.

“Why not?” Cal taunts.

“Because I don’t want to explain to Kelsey how her son is in jail for drowning you,” Roan says, chuckling. “I really, really like my husband, so please don’t make him kill you.”

“As if the rat has anything on me,” Cal teases.

“Maybe not height,” Roan throws back, “but he’ll whip your ass in the gym any day. Trust me. I deal with his smug ass every day we go. I’m the fucking firefighter, but he can bench more.” He grows serious. “Are you two a thing now? I thought…”

That Cal hates me.

I think we all thought that.

“We’re something,” Cal complains.

“Well, before you do something reckless, get your ass out of the water. Sebban wants s’mores.” He starts to swim away but stops to look at us. “Don’t start something you don’t plan on finishing. I can’t choose sides here.”

Cal rubs his fingertips up and down my spine, oddly quiet as he mulls over Roan’s words. I pull away slightly so I can see his face. His green eyes are stormy and contemplative.

“I’m fine, English,” he grumbles. “Let’s get out of here before I change my mind and bring the wrath of Hood River’s rat down upon me.”
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The fire crackles and pops, but it doesn’t bother the four remaining people around the fire.

Me.

Cal.

His parents.

I can tell with each passing second beyond the midnight hour, Cal grows more and more agitated. He wants to drag me back to his cabin, but can’t seem to find it in him to tell his parents he wants to abandon them for sex. It’s actually quite endearing.

“I like this one,” David says, tipping his beer at me. “She’s smart. Not just a pretty face.”

Cal lets out a snort. “Glad you approve, Dad.”

“She wants to be a doctor. Those other girls you dated wanted to be strippers.” David laughs so hard it sends Kate into a fit of giggles.

“Unbelievable,” Cal mutters. “My own dad is cockblocking me right now because he won’t shut up.”

I swat at him. “Be nice.”

“Yeah,” David says, swiping tears from his eyes. “Be nice to your old man. I wiped your ass until you were five.”

“Dad!”

Now Kate and I are giggling at their antics. It’s crazy to me how similar Cal is to his father. Like my own dad, David carries his age well. He’s fit and handsome. Always smiling. It makes me wonder if Kate sees the unsmiling David. If she sees the angry one or the one who hurts. I feel special to be let into his world, even if I was lured into it at first as punishment.

David finally collects himself and takes another sip of beer. “So I hear your dad’s a homophobe.”

This time, I’m the one cringing.

“No,” I bark out, rushing to defend Dad. “He’s just a control freak. When my brother came out as gay, he had a hard time wrapping his head around it. He said some horrible things and our family was torn apart, but he’s been trying to do right by Hollis.”

David nods as though he accepts this answer. “Truth is, I was shocked as shit when Roan showed up to dinner one day with your brother on his arm. Cal never mentioned it. Just let me experience it firsthand.” He shoots his son an annoyed glare. “Nearly choked on my lasagna too when Roan planted a kiss on that boy’s face.” He points at Cal. “You’re an asshole for not warning me.”

Cal shrugs, flashing his dad a wicked grin. “Like to keep you on your toes, old man.”

“I’m not fucking old,” David grumbles. “Right, babe?”

Kate grins at him. “More handsome than the day you asked me to marry you.”

“And here’s where they try to make another baby,” Cal grumbles, rising to his feet. “On that note, I’m going to get this little one tucked in and read her a bedtime story.”

His dad cracks up laughing as he ribs his wife. “That’s code for—”

“Dad!”

Kate and I giggle again. I stand up and give both Kate and David a hug before gathering my bag up. Cal speaks lowly to his dad and then they shake hands. He leans down to give his mom a kiss.

I wait for him at the edge of the woods where a trail will take us up to the Campfire Chaos cabin. Earlier, when Sebban started getting crabby, Roan and Hollis took him home. Jordy and Roux decided to stay in the cabin while Penny and Tierra pitched a tent nearby.

Tonight was fun.

It’s been so long since I hung out with friends, laughed, and relaxed. I hope I’ll have more of that in my near future.

Cal’s presence looms behind me, blocking out the light of the fire and casting an ominous shadow into the woods. The villain has caught me. His strong hand finds mine, threading his fingers with mine, making my heart leap into my throat.

Turns out, I’m a villain kind of girl.

He leads the way through the darkness. We come to the opening where a tent is erected beside the cabin. Laughter from Penny and Tierra can be heard. They’re making fun of Paxton and Heidi, which makes me stifle my own laugh. Cal is a man on a mission as he takes us past the cabin and along another path in the woods. After five quiet minutes, we come to another clearing. There’s a cabin here, bigger than the other one, and more homely looking than the other.

His giant truck is parked in the small driveway beside it. It’s quaint and cute. I find it funny that a giant guy like Cal lives in an adorable rustic cabin on the river. It doesn’t seem like it even fits him. But, the moment we step inside, I know I’m wrong.

It’s him.

Dark, masculine décor.

An earthy, mountain scent I can only attribute to it coming from him. In his dwelling, it’s stronger.

“This place used to smell like cat piss,” he reveals. “I ripped the carpet out. Still have to refinish the floors.”

I admire the living room just big enough for a couch and recliner. There’s no television. The focal point is a rock fireplace.

“How many bedrooms are there—”

“We can talk about my house later, loser. Take your clothes off.”
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Cal

 

Her blue eyes widen at my words as a blush creeps up her cheeks. I’d feel like an asshole if I didn’t see the flash of heat in her expression. This is part of the allure for her. An element of the game.

Humiliation.

Cruelty.

A fascination with pain.

I just don’t know if I can safely toe the line for her. I’m ravenous. I crave to tug at the threads of her being to see if she unravels at my feet. The urge to do real damage to the essence that is her, so that she’s broken in only ways I’ll find perfect, scares the fuck out of me.

Who wants that?

Why does she seem like she’s right there with me?

She should run.

I asked her to.

The brave girl just lifted her chin and basked in my attention, unafraid of my nefarious intentions.

Her hands slide up her neck and she unties the strings of her bikini top. It falls away, revealing her full, perky pale tits. She unties it at the back and rids herself of it completely. With eyes locked on mine, she pushes her bottoms down, entirely baring herself to me.

“Bathroom,” I grunt out, pointing to the master bedroom door to the right of the living room.

She walks past me, her head turning to watch me over her shoulder as she moves. I prowl after her, drinking in the curves of her tiny hips and ass that will soon belong to me. Snagging her elbow, I walk her through my dark room toward the bathroom. Once the light is on, I move her in front of the sink, facing her to the mirror. I crowd her from behind, not touching her, just staring at her reflection.

“What now?” she whispers.

“Shh,” I rumble. “Let me look at you before I ruin you.”

Her rosy nipples are hardened peaks, begging to be bitten. My mouth waters for a taste, but I deny myself that pleasure for now. I splay my hand over her stomach, enjoying the way my large hand seems to cover the entire space. She flinches slightly as though the touch pains her.

“What?” I ask, searing her with a probing stare.

“Nothing.” A fake cheerleader smile.

I grip her thigh, lifting it up, and ease her foot onto the counter. This limber girl doesn’t even wince at the stretch. I love the way her pink, hairless pussy seems to open up like a fucking rose for me, just waiting to be inhaled and admired. Sliding my palm down her stomach, I cup her pussy before giving it a quick smack that has her crying out.

“Don’t lie, loser. It’ll only give you harsher punishments. Does your stomach hurt?”

“No,” she whispers. Truth shines in her blue eyes.

I smack her pussy again.

“I wasn’t lying!” Her growl of frustration makes my dick painfully hard.

“I know. I just wanted to do it again.”

“Mean, mean boy.”

I grip both her wrists and bring them up, urging her to link them behind my head. Her tits flatten out some from the way she stretches to reach me. Sliding my palm to her other thigh, I lift her until her other foot is on the counter. Now, her cunt is explicitly open for my viewing pleasure as she squats, perched on the edge of the sink.

“Stay just like that,” I instruct as I push my trunks down. “Look at that pussy that’s causing me so much strife. Fucking my mind up. Stressing me out.”

She squirms at my words, but watches me with an intense stare, staying still like I asked.

“Beg to be touched, English. Tell me what you want.”

“I want you to rub me. Make me come. I want you inside me.”

“Hmm,” is all I say. “I’d rather just smack your cunt.”

I swat her pussy, the brunt of it landing on her clit. She shudders, making her tits jiggle.

“Cal, please,” she begs.

“Remember last night?” I croon, nipping at her shoulder. “When you teased me with that stupid fucking thumb?”

Her brows furl together. “I’ve never seen someone hate the thumb so much.”

“Here’s your opportunity to change that,” I rumble, running my thumb along her jaw. “Suck on it like you sucked on my cock. Like you’re fucking hungry for it.”

She parts her plump, juicy lips, gasping when I run my thumb along her bottom lip. I present it like an offering. A motherfucking lollipop. Her cheeks are crimson with embarrassment, which only makes her look a thousand times hotter.

“Suck,” I growl.

Her lashes flutter as she sucks on my thumb. With each swipe of her tongue, I groan, hungrier for this girl. When it’s nice and wet, I pull it out.

“Put your hands on the mirror,” I instruct.

She shoots me a questioning look, but obeys me, leaning forward. Her cute ass sticks out, begging for attention. I trail my wet thumb along her crack.

“You know your safe word,” I warn, teasing her back entrance. “Use it and you don’t have to cry.”

Her blue eyes flash with annoyance. “I’m not weak.”

I press my thumb against the puckered hole, easing past the tight muscles. Her body tenses and her eyes flit around wildly.

“That hurt?” I rumble.

Her eyes water. “No.”

Liar.

I slowly fuck her ass with my thumb, wondering how it’ll feel one day with my dick buried there instead.

“Does your daddy know how nasty you can be, loser? All spread out and taking a thumb to your ass?” I taunt. “Does he know you let terrible men like me make you do things most girls won’t do?”

“I’m not like most girls,” she throws back, her voice shaking.

“True,” I agree, flashing her a cruel smile. “I’ve never had a girl let me stick my thumb up her asshole.” I cock my head to the side, studying her. “You like it, though. So much, you’re going to fuck yourself on it. Work those hips, cheerleader. Let’s see what you can do.”

Her brows furl and her blue eyes sharpen with determination. My brave girl is sharpening her claws for a fight, not running from the big bad wolf. She pushes back against the mirror, sinking down on my thumb before pulling back. I tug my thumb back a bit, sliding out of her body so she’ll be forced to take the whole thing again. She winces when she slides back down over it.

“Touch your pussy. Girls who do nasty shit like fuck thumbs probably get off on it. Am I right, English? Does this turn you on?”

She keeps moving over my thumb, but nods as she touches her clit. Her ass clenches around my thumb.

“Keep rubbing, beautiful. Rub until you feel like you’re going to come.” I nip at her shoulder. “That’s it. Get close. So close. Are you going to come?”

Her breathing gets heavy. “I think so.”

“Closer…”

She whines. “Cal.”

“Stop touching yourself,” I bark out, my voice dripping with authority.

An annoyed huff of air escapes her as her blue eyes, hot with irritation, sear into me. I make her keep fucking my thumb and when she’s calmed down from her almost orgasm, I set her on the path to do it again.

Over and over I drive her to the edge and make her shut it down.

Each time, she grows more and more pissed.

“Are you ever going to let me come?” she demands.

“It wouldn’t be punishment if it were easy.”

She rolls her eyes like a stuck-up bitchy cheerleader. “Asshole.”

“You could say your safe word,” I remind her.

“I don’t need it.”

I slip my thumb out of her ass and smack the cheek. “You do.”

“I already told you I want this. I’m not afraid of you.”

I hook her around the waist, pulling her off the counter and setting her to her feet. “You should be.”

“I’m not,” she sasses.

My palm finds the middle of her back and I bend her over the sink until her face is nearly touching the mirror. I smack her ass hard enough she shrieks.

“I can go harder than that, English. I will. I will go too far unless you stop me. I need to know you’ll stop me.”

“I won’t.”

“Goddammit, woman, just agree with me that if I push too far, you’ll use it.”

“No.”

Our eyes meet in the mirror, mine warning hers, and then I smack her ass hard enough her forehead bumps the mirror.

“Charlotte…”

“Cal, I said you can’t hurt me—”

She cries out when I hit her ass again. The pale flesh is turning splotchy red. Defiance gleams in her blue eyes. Blue eyes that I crave to see leak with tears. Why am I so fucked up? I swat her again.

Harder and harder and harder.

She scowls, but her stubborn ass refuses to give in. I’m going to bruise her if I keep at it.

“Say the fucking word,” I snap, irritation at her blooming up inside me. “Stop being like this.”

Her head shakes. “No.”

I grab a handful of her sore ass cheek and spread it over to the side. Gripping my dick, I push into her cunt hard and with no warning. She squeals, her eyes scrunching closed as she tries to get used to the size of my dick.

“Safe. Word. Fucking. Use. It.”

Tears well in her eyes, but she clenches her jaw, refusing to let the words come out. I grip a handful of her hair, yanking her back to me. She cries out, the tears spilling down her red, splotchy cheeks.

“Say it,” I order. “Fucking say it.”

“No.”

I twist on her hair, pulling her head to the side. My mouth finds her neck and I bite on her flesh. She’s impaled on my dick, but with her angled this way, I can’t move much.

“I’m hurting you,” I growl. “You’re fucking crying. Say it. Put me on a goddamn leash, Charlotte.”

“I can’t,” she whimpers.

“Why the fuck not?” I bellow. “Why can’t you fucking say it?”

“Because I want this. I want you.” A sob. “Cal, don’t make me.”

I close my eyes, inhaling her sweet scent. “Please,” I beg. “Please say it for me. So I can love your body like a normal fucking person. Pull the motherfucking leash, baby. Please.”

More tears spill down her cheeks. “Chaos.”

I slide out of her and twist her around, pulling her into my arms. “Thank fuck.”

My heart is pounding in my chest as I hug her tight, kissing the top of her head. She clings to me like I’m her only lifeline in a stormy sea. This fucking girl is going to destroy me.

Gripping her ass with one hand, I lift her and then guide my dick into her warm, tight body. She feels like her body was made for mine. A perfect fit. I carry her into the dark bedroom and crawl onto the bed with her in my arms. A sigh leaves her lips once I have her settled on her back. My lips press gentle kisses on her forehead, nose, and cheeks.

I thrust my hips, loving the way her nails scratch along my scalp. My lips seal over hers as I claim her with my mouth. Her body clenches around my dick each time I drive deep inside her. She shudders hard, a clear indication she’s close to coming. It’s a good fucking thing too because I’m about to blow my load inside her. She’s too damn perfect.

“Those piercings,” she whimpers, her words breathy and filled with pleasure.

“Hitting all the right spots?”

“Mmhmm.”

I pick up my pace, nipping at her bottom lip. A few more hard slams of my hips and she’s crying with my name on her lips. I grunt when my nuts tighten, my only warning of my own release. Heat floods out of me, filling this girl up to the brim. I continue to drive into her, pushing the cum out with each thrust. It soaks the bed beneath her. I love the idea of her dripping with my cum.

“I’m sorry,” I mutter. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

Shame looms over me like a tidal wave, threatening to drown me. What kind of sick fuck am I? I’m perverted for enjoying the way I humiliated her. It’s twisted as hell.

“Cal,” she whispers.

Pulling away, I leave her a panting mess on the bed. “I’m sorry.”
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Charlotte

 

I’m stunned.

Simultaneously turned on and horrified at my behavior. The things we got up to in that bathroom weren’t right. They were somehow worse than the stuff Ryan and I did, but this time, I felt like I was in control. I had the power to stop it. I did stop it, after Cal’s begging, and he made love to me like he treasured me.

So why do I feel sick to my stomach?

He seemed disgusted at himself, which makes me disgusted at myself. I don’t know if I’m supposed to comfort him or give him his space.

The shower turns on and I decide the space will only create a division I don’t want. I want to feel close to him. We need to talk about this. Clear the air. Make things right. Sliding out of the bed, I wince at the pain in my ass. Everything’s sore, but in a good way. As I walk to the bathroom, his cum runs out of me, coating my thighs with his essence. There’s something incredibly primal about the way he took me. I loved it. So why does he seem to hate it?

He’s already in the shower by the time I make it into the bathroom. I pull back the curtain to find his head bowed as he stands beneath the spray of the water. My heart twists painfully. I feel like I’ve hurt him somehow. Broken him in a way that’s unfixable. I step into the shower and wrap my arms around him from behind, resting my cheek on his back.

“I knew this would happen,” he mutters. “I’m too fucked up with you. I want…”

I release him, stepping around him so I can get under the spray with him and face him. Tilting my head up, I look at his gorgeous face. “What do you want?”

His green eyes darken. “To hurt you. After all the shit you went through with Ryan, it’s the last thing you need.”

“But it’s what I want,” I argue, frowning at him.

“But it’s fucked up,” he snaps. “You’re fucked up, Charlotte.”

“So?” I bite out. “It’s better than the alternative.”

Perfect lips curl into a cruel, hateful smile that makes me flush. “What’s the alternative?”

“Breaking. I would rather be fucked up, warped beyond belief, than to be broken. I refuse to be broken.”

“You’re letting me break you,” he growls. “You want me to do it. Begged for it.”

I shove him back, putting distance between us. “It’s different with you. I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that. It’s mutual. I consent to it. You’re just as fucked up as me. That’s why we fit.”

He steps forward, his hand gripping my throat. “We’re not supposed to fit. Two fucked up people need to stay far away from each other because someone will get hurt.”

“I can handle it!” I shriek. “Ryan put his hands on me so many times. He hurt me and made me cry. I hated every second of it. Now you’re acting like I’m some weak, delicate flower. I am not fucking weak!”

I’ve begun to sob, which argues that fact, much to my horror.

His thumb strokes my throat. “I’m worried about you hurting me, Charlie girl.”

“You’re untouchable, Hoodlum.”

“Not physically,” he murmurs, pressing a soft kiss to my lips. “I’m afraid you’re going to rip my fucking heart and soul out. That I’ll be left an empty husk when you finish with me. I’ve lost so much because of Terrence. If I lose much more, I won’t be me anymore.”

Guilt chokes me. I tremble, wanting to break our stare so he doesn’t see it. I’ve said I was sorry countless times, but it’ll never feel like enough.

“Cal,” I murmur. “I won’t hurt you. I’m not the villain you think I am.”

“And I’m no hero.”

I hold his stare until the tension bleeds away. Slowly, his features soften and the amused smirk he wears so well twitches at his lips.

“You fucked my thumb, English.” He laughs, boyish and cute. “Kinky bitch.”

I arch an eyebrow and cock out a hip. “Guess now you’ll have a new appreciation for the thumbs-up emoji.”

His grin is wolfish. “Indeed.”

I stand on my toes, kissing his mouth. “Are we good?”

“Yeah, loser, we’re good.”
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I wake in the middle of the night to hot kisses on my breasts. A smile tugs at my lips. Last night, after our shower talk, we fell into bed naked and contemplative. He held me close, like if he let up, I might run away. It felt good to be pressed up against his chest. Safe and warm. I fell asleep easily in his arms.

I’m not sleepy at all. Not with Cal’s devilish mouth trailing along my stomach. He lingers, kissing the flesh softly. I hold my breath wishing he’d move on. It’s like he can see inside my mind. Wonders about my sudden tension. Whenever he touches my stomach, it makes me think of what I lost.

My baby.

Sadness threatens to consume me. I chase pleasure instead, gripping his hair and pushing him lower. He chuckles, his voice raspy from sleep, and continues on his trek. His nose nuzzles my pussy, his hot breath tickling me. I whimper, spreading myself to give him better access. Lazily, he laps at me with his wet tongue.

“I like the way you taste,” he mutters. “Like something forbidden. Maybe it’s the whole student teacher thing.”

I laugh and playfully tug at his hair. “Enough talking, Mr. Hutton.”

He nips at my pussy lip and then sucks on my clit. I gasp at the sensation. His smile can be felt on my skin as he eases a finger inside me. “This pussy is so tight. My very own pretend virgin.”

“You’re annoying. You talk too much.”

“Needy, greedy girl,” he chides. “You know I give you what you want if you beg.”

“Please make me come.”

He sucks on my clit again, making me see stars. Another finger joins the first and he curls them up, rubbing deliciously against my G-spot. When we’d had sex, his piercings took turns rubbing against it with each thrust. It was the most wonderful feeling. Again, he takes me to new heights.

The moment I orgasm, my world of reality shatters. I dance among the stars glittering in the dark room and ride the wave of pleasure. I’ve barely come down from my high when he slips his fingers out of me and rolls me onto my stomach. He kisses his way up my spine and then his pierced cock is sliding against my wet lips between my thighs. We both groan when he enters me from behind, his cock driving deep inside of my pussy.

He grips my neck, squeezing slightly as he fucks me. It’s rough and claiming, but not painful. My hair is messy and covering my face as I fist the sheets. I suck hair into my mouth as I gasp for air. Cal is relentless, fucking me like it’s his last day on Earth.

“Fuck,” he grunts. “You fucking kill me.”

His hand breaks from my neck so he can grip my hair. I’m hauled up by my hair until I’m on my hands and knees. From this position, he pistons against me, his balls slapping against my pussy.

It’s wild and raw and I love the way he takes me like I’m his.

“Touch yourself, Charlie girl. I want you coming on my dick.”

I obey him, fingering my swollen clit as he loses himself to fucking me like a madman. It doesn’t take much before I’m crying out in pleasure. He follows me with a guttural sound that leans more toward animal than human.

He pulls out, his wet dick flinging cum against the back of my thighs. I collapse face first onto the bed, completely spent. His body covers mine, his lips finding my bare shoulder for a soft kiss.

“In case there was any doubt, you’re mine.”

His words wrap around my heart and squeeze.

“There was never any doubt, Cal.”
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Somewhere, a phone rings.

It feels too far away.

Like a dream.

I manage to crack my eyes open, trying to make sense of my surroundings. As soon as I become aware of the giant, sleeping man wrapped around me, I remember with a smile.

Cal.

I spent the night with Cal. My body is sore, but it feels good to be claimed so brutally. I feel like we were stripped emotionally bare only to put pieces of each other back on our own souls. We’re linked now. It’s strange to feel so connected to someone, but I like it. I’ve never felt anything like this.

Running my fingers through his thick, dark hair, I wonder what happens now. Are we a couple? Is Cal Hutton my boyfriend? Do we keep dancing around us, never meeting in the middle, or are we officially partners? I want to crawl into his lap and demand all the answers. I settle for stroking my nails along his scalp.

Lips press against my breast. I smile at the morning kiss that’s so Cal. His hand wanders up my thigh, searching for the place he owned all night. It’s daunting to think about taking him again considering how sore I am, but I’m up for the challenge. He almost makes it to my pussy when the front door of his cabin flings open, slamming against the wall.

“Cal!”

I shriek in surprise. Cal jerks the blanket over my body, barely covering my breasts before Jordy fills the bedroom door, his eyes wild and frantic. I panic, overcome with worry for Roux.

“Goddammit, Jordy,” Cal snaps, sliding out of bed to grab a pair of sweats from a drawer. “I was fucking busy.”

Jordy scrubs his palm over his face, glancing over at me briefly while Cal throws on his sweats, and then pins him with a crazed stare.

“Is Roux okay?” I choke out.

Jordy frowns, but nods. “It’s not about Roux. It’s…”

“Spit it the fuck out,” Cal snaps.

“Terrence. He…” A pained expression crosses over Jordy’s features.

Cal falls to his ass, ripping at his hair. “No.”

Pulling the blanket around me, I rush over to him, hugging him from behind. This will break him. Terrence can’t die. He just can’t. Cal’s body trembles as I start to cry.

Jordy snaps out of it and squats down in front of Cal. “No, man, he’s not dead.”

“What the fuck?” Cal growls. “What—”

“He woke up.”

A beat of silence.

Jordy smacks Cal’s cheek. “He woke up. Terrence woke up. Let’s go. Roan’s almost here. He can drive your truck. Get ready.”

Terrence woke up.

Oh my God.
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Cal

 

I’m numb as Roan drives my truck. Jordy sits in the back seat with Tierra. Everyone is quiet. Nervous. Happy, but also worried. The moment I snapped out of my daze after Jordy told me Terrence woke up, I scrambled for clothes and flew out the door without so much as a goodbye to Charlotte.

Guilt niggles at me, but I can’t worry about her right now. Charlotte will be fine. She has Roux and Penny there. I need to focus on my best friend.

“Grandma hasn’t responded since she called this morning,” Tierra mutters. “You think he’s okay?”

“I’m sure he’s fine,” Roan states as we pull into the hospital parking lot. “Probably just busy talking to him is all.”

He parks my truck and we all pile out. I lead the Hoodlums, stalking through the hospital like a man on a mission. We find his room but are stopped by a nurse.

“He can have two people in there at a time—” the nurse starts as Tierra pushes past.

I want to yank her back by her ponytail, but I know I don’t have that right. T is her cousin. Her blood. I scowl, nodding at the nurse, and walk with Jordy and Roan over to a waiting area. Jordy plops down beside Roan and I sit across from them. They wear matching worried frowns. I scrub my palm over my face, getting a whiff of her.

Charlotte fucking English.

Last night had been completely messed up. I lost my mind with her. That’s not who I am. I fuck around with girls. We have a good time. Laugh. Play. Tease.

I certainly don’t hurt them.

Completely wreck them.

Try to devour their fucking souls.

She’s so beautiful and there’s a magnetic pull with Charlotte. Something about her calls to the baser parts of me. If I could carve her out of my mind, I would, but she’s not going to allow it. With each encounter, she burrows deeper and deeper and deeper.

My phone buzzes with a text. I pull it out of my jeans pocket and stare at her words.

Charlie Girl: Is he okay? How are you?

Stupid questions I don’t know the answers to. I don’t respond and instead rise to my feet. Sitting still is too hard. Not when my best fucking friend is on the other side of that door. He needs me and I need him. I’d do anything right now just to see his smile. To hear his infectious laugh.

Tierra shows up out of nowhere, her eyes wide and her body trembling. I grab her shoulders and give her a shake.

“What’s wrong?” I demand.

She blinks slowly, her chin quivering. “You can go see for yourself.”

I tear off running down the hall and push into the room where a doctor, a nurse, and Rhetta are crowding Terrence’s bed. They have him sitting up, speaking lowly to him.

“T,” I bark out, rushing over to the foot of the bed so I can see him.

His face is screwed up in pain, wet tear streaks on his sunken cheeks. The uneven shape of his head is jarring. I’d noticed it before, but seeing him upright and awake only makes it more real. They did a real shit job of patching up my boy.

He lets out a pained moan, writhing in the bed. I’m horror-stricken. I don’t know what to do. Absently, I touch his foot over the blanket.

“Give him something for the pain,” I hiss to the doctor. “He’s hurting.”

“We have,” the doctor assures me. “Part of this is him just coming out of it. We need to give him time to adjust.” Then, to Terrence, he says, “Can you try opening your eyes again, Terrence?”

A low, child-like whimper rasps out of Terrence’s throat, shredding my heart. He sobs as though it’s too painful. His knees draw up and his hands curl into bony fists.

“It’s okay, Terry,” Rhetta urges. “Cal’s come to see you. Go on and look at him.”

Terrence’s bottom lip wobbles and snot runs from his nose. Rhetta dabs at it with a tissue. After several minutes, he cracks open his eyes. Slowly, he opens them wider. They lock on me briefly before they roll back and he howls in pain. I swallow hard, trying not to fucking cry too. His leg stretches out again. I grip his foot, trying to send strength his way.

“Give him the rest,” the doctor instructs the nurse.

She proceeds to inject something into one of his lines. He’s still trembling and twitching, but when it finally hits his system, his entire body relaxes. A groan escapes him and it sounds like relief. It’s gutting. His breathing evens out.

“Is he going back into a coma?” I choke out. “He’s been sleeping for months. How can he sleep now?”

“Not a coma,” the doctor assures me. “Just rest. Why don’t you leave him be for a bit?”

I walk away from him back to the waiting room, my lashes wet and my heart aching. Is this how it’ll always be? Will he be in pain forever?

“That bad?” Jordy asks, frowning.

Roan is trying to comfort Tierra as she cries. I know how she feels.

“Will he ever be the same?” I choke out, searching Jordy’s dark eyes like he has all the answers. “Will he?”

His lips flatten out. “I don’t think he could go through what he did and ever come out the same, man.”

I fall helplessly into a chair and rip at my hair. I only stop the self-abuse when Tierra sits down in my lap, needing comfort.

This can’t be his life.

It has to get better.

It has to.
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It’s after midnight by the time I decide to reply to Charlotte. I spent the entire day at the hospital in and out of Terrence’s room, checking on him. Each time, he seemed in such agony. So confused. Afraid. All it did was charge this violent storm of emotions inside me.

Spinning and spinning and spinning.

I feel out of control with madness and rage.

The urge to blame Charlotte is overwhelming.

She got behind that wheel. She did this to him.

It’s the only reason I can explain why I’m sitting outside the door of her dad’s loft. Needing to see her. To blame and punish her. To fucking yell at her.

Don’t think of her soft, silky hair.

Don’t think of her brave blue eyes.

Don’t think of the way she feels like a perfect fit in my arms.

Don’t. Fucking. Think. Of. That.

Instead, I try to remind myself of the drugged out girl who caused all this heartache and pain. I try to remember her. Not my Charlie girl. Charlotte fucking English.

My hands tremble as I shoot her a text.

Me: I’m outside.

I wait for a couple of minutes and then the soft click of the lock tells me she’s here. The door creaks open, revealing the monster to me.

Beautiful goddamn monster.

I’m shaking with anger mixed with need. I want to pull her to me and hug her. I also want to call her every name in the book. Instead, I do nothing. I wait for her to come to me. Slowly, she steps into the hallway, looking too innocent. I want to dig deep and find the horrible person who did this to Terrence.

Where is she?

The girl standing in front of me with her messy blond hair and toned, bare legs isn’t her. This is my fucking girl. Not that monster.

She approaches, her brows furled in concern, hands tentatively reaching like she’s afraid to touch me. It makes me wonder what I look like. Is anger billowing from me like the heat of a bonfire? Is there wildness in my eyes? What makes her afraid to come closer?

I snag her wrist, yanking her toward me. Her palm rests on my chest as she stares up at me. My heart beats hard, trying to escape its cage, and there’s no doubt she can feel it. I grip her jaw, searching her eyes for something I can latch onto and rage over. All I find is worry and sadness.

I can’t take it.

I can’t take her.

My throat hurts trying to keep my emotions at bay. Holding it all in is painful. I release her, dropping my arms to my sides. If I keep touching her, I’ll do something regrettable.

Soft fingertips crawl up my neck and then caress my jaw. I close my eyes when her lips press to mine, unable to kiss her back. Gently, she runs her fingers into my hair and massages my scalp. Tension bleeds from me as I relax at her touch.

I expect words, but she has none for me.

Honestly, the words would set me off. Her touch does wonders to calm the storm raging inside of me. I drop my head down, my forehead resting against hers. Finally, I reopen my eyes to stare at her. This close, she has direct access right into my head. I hope she can see all the pain and heartache because I can’t keep it all in anymore.

The urge to touch her is overwhelming. This time, I don’t want to cause pain. I need to filter mine out through her. Maybe her touch will make it feel better. I grip her hips, tightening my hold as I draw her nearer. She angles her head, slanting her mouth over mine. I accept the kiss this time, greedily searching for relief in her taste. Her slick tongue that tastes like toothpaste cools the heat burning inside me. I want to suck it all off her tongue and keep her locked in my arms forever. My palms slide to her ass over her skimpy sleep shorts. I grab a handful of her ass, squeezing. Her breath hitches when I run my fingers along the underside of the fabric, touching her bare skin beneath.

“Come inside,” she pleads. “You’re tired. You need rest.”

I let her lead me inside, wondering how I lost the hateful fire and instead sought solace in her. She locks the apartment and leads me to her room. Once we reach the dark space, she crouches down to remove my shoes. Then, she unbuckles my jeans. As soon as they hit the floor, she works at pulling off my shirt.

“Come to bed, baby,” she murmurs, taking my hand, urging me to go with her.

Fuck, I’m so tired.

Emotionally drained.

Fading fast.

Like a fucking wussy, I let my fucking girl help me into bed. She covers me up with the blankets and then curls around me like she has the power to hold me together despite my rapid shattering.

I toy with a strand of her hair, scowling into the darkness. “I came here to yell at you.”

“Do you want to yell at me?”

“Not anymore.”

She finds my lips with hers, pressing a soft kiss there. “You can yell later if you feel like it. Sleep now. Let me hold you.”

The last bit of energy dissipates in the air around us. I fade into the darkness, thankful for the reprieve from the anguish. I’m a devilish man with cruel intentions, but instead of acting on them, I let the angel kiss away all the bad.

“Don’t let me go,” I murmur, half asleep.

“Never, Cal. I’m never letting you go.”
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Charlotte

 

Cold.

Empty.

Sad.

I wake with a Cal-sized hole in my chest. He’s gone. I’d hoped he would at least tell me goodbye. Instead, he slipped out soundlessly as though he were nothing more than a dream. My sheets smell like earth and mountain and pine, so I know he was here.

Pulling the pillow he slept on to me, I inhale the fabric and try not to cry. He was so broken last night. I’m responsible for that. I wear it right over my heart like a scarlet letter, warning everyone around me of my crimes.

My phone buzzes with a text and I scramble over to my bedside table, hoping Cal threw me a bone. It makes me feel weak to want the scraps he tosses my way, but I have no choice with Cal. He owns me in ways I don’t understand.

It’s not him.

An unknown number.

My skin crawls as I read the hateful message.

Unknown Number: Everyone knows you’re a whore.

The person sends me a picture of me. I know who took that picture. Ryan Cunningham. My makeup is messy and my eyes are drooping from whatever drug I’m on at the time. What disgusts me is that I’m naked. On my knees. There are other guys in the picture. All of them with their dicks in their hands. The photographer, Ryan, has a grip on my hair, urging me to his dick.

I remember that night.

His friends could look but not touch.

They came on me. In my hair. On my back. My face.

Tears blur the image before me as I remember that night. Disgust sucks the air from my lungs and I gasp desperately for oxygen.

I’m there.

Right there with them.

Feeling them. Hearing them. Tasting Ryan.

Bile creeps up my throat. I want to run away. Or crawl under my bed, hiding forever. Disappear. I want to disappear. I need to forget.

That night I was floating.

A world away.

Lost inside my mind.

I miss that.

“No,” I rasp out.

I don’t miss that.

I fucking hated that.

My fingers shake as I write out a text to Loden.

Me: I need you to ground me.

Lo: Sounds kinky.

A sob escapes me when the unknown number sends another text. I can’t do this. I can’t fucking do this.

Flipping over to look at the picture, I cringe at what I see. In someone’s hot tub. Full of guys. Naked. Always naked. My eyes are closed in the picture and I’m half sitting in some random guy’s lap. His hand is on my breast. I don’t remember this one.

Fuck.

Another picture.

Not as bad as the rest because you can’t see my face, but I know it’s me. Ryan’s dick inside me. Dried cum smeared all over my stomach. Bruises all over my thighs—ones Ryan put there.

I’m going to be sick.

Another picture.

This one, my skirt is pushed up my thighs as I lie face down over the hood of a police car. My head is lying in a pool of vomit. I don’t remember this one either. I recognize the surroundings as being at Ryan’s house, and that’s most certainly his dad’s squad car.

Unknown Number: You don’t think I have hundreds of these? Keep trying to ignore me. Keep spreading fucking lies. Hard to prove you’re a good girl when I know you’re not.

My phone starts to ring, making me shriek. I toss it on the bed, trembling. Quickly, I scramble to my feet. A cold shower will numb my brain to those terrible images. I strip out of my clothes and take an icy cold shower. It does wonders to take my mind off things. All I can think about is the cold. How it hurts. It just hurts. By the time I climb out, my teeth are chattering and my lips are blue. I pull on a black pair of panties and grab the first shirt I can find. The white fabric hangs just past my ass, but it’s good enough for now. I crawl beneath the covers, seeking refuge. It’s then I work up the courage to read my texts.

Lo: Kidding.

Lo: What’s up?

Lo: Char, baby, are you okay?

Twelve missed calls from Loden.

Lo: You’re starting to freak me the fuck out. We both can’t be falling off the wagon at once. Let me know you’re okay.

With trembling hands, I reply back to him.

Me: I’ll be okay.

Lo: Thank fuck. Jesus, woman, don’t scare me like that.

Me: I’m sorry.

Lo: It’s okay, baby. I love you. I’m going to see you soon.

Me: Love you too.

I straighten my spine, harnessing whatever bravery I have left inside me to open the other texts from Ryan.

Unknown Number: You’re nothing without me.

Unknown Number: No one can love a whore.

Unknown Number: I hate you.

Unknown Number: I need to see you.

Unknown Number: I still fucking love you even though you’re a disgusting bitch.

Unknown Number: When we get back together, you’re going to stop getting naked for other guys. Only me. To think you actually thought you could be a mother.

Unknown Number: Would your daughter be a whore too?

He must have gotten pissed that I didn’t respond because he sent me at least ten more pictures, all of which I was either passed out or half out of it. Each one I was naked and in some sort of sexual situation. It takes everything in me to find the words to respond.

Me: Fuck off, Ryan. I’m not yours anymore.

The dots are moving even as I go to block him. I never see his response and I’m thankful for that.

Someone bangs on the front door and I let out a surprised yelp.

Cal.

I won’t cry in front of him. Not now. Not when his world is crashing down around him. Diving deep, I search for all the strength I possess so I can be strong for him. Ryan can go to hell. He does not rule my life anymore.

Rushing down the hall, I make it to the door and fling it open, eager to fall into his arms.

The man staring at me is not Cal.

Tall. Solid muscle. Violence shining in his amber eyes.

A bigger, crazier, meaner version of my brother-in-law.

“Are you okay?” the soft voice beside him asks, drawing my gaze away.

Roux.

It’s Roux and…her dad.

Of course I don’t know this for certain, but it’s pretty obvious based on looks alone.

I nod, unable to keep my eyes from him. He stands easily six feet tall. Tattoos crawl up his neck. His dark hair is cut in a similar style as Roan’s flopping over one eye in a careless way. When his gaze sweeps over my body with mild interest, it’s then I realize I’m barely dressed.

“Oh,” I squeak out. “Come in. I just got out of the shower.”

Leaving them in the doorway, I rush back to my room. I find a pair of jeans and yank off the T-shirt to hunt for a bra. Once I find a black bra and an orange Hood River Cheerleader tank top, I run a brush through my hair and then brush my teeth. I still look like hell, but at least I have clothes on. When I finally make my way to the living room, I find Roux and her father sitting side by side on the sofa.

“Where’s Jordy?” I ask, cautiously approaching my best friend.

“Work,” she says. “Dad showed up and…” She trails off, panic glinting in her eyes. “There’s no room at our place and Roan is being an idiot.”

Her dad snorts out a laugh. “He tried to whip my ass, baby girl.”

Roux grins at his endearment. “He did.”

“Oh boy,” I let out in a rush of air.

“I’m Jace Hirsch,” Jace greets, offering a large, masculine hand that’s colored with tattoos. “And you must be the best friend.”

I chew on my bottom lip as I shake his hand. “That’s me. Uh, nice to meet you.”

This guy isn’t overly huge. Not as tall as Cal. Not even as bulky as Roan or Hollis these days for as much time they put in at the gym. But he exudes power. It’s in the intense glow of his coppery eyes. The hard set of his jaw and the way it clenches in tune with the way the muscle in his neck does. Like he’s a rubber band being pulled and snapped. Pulled and snapped. Pulled and snapped. One day, the rubber is going to break, flipping around and smacking everyone around him in the process.

His grin is disarming.

A hook.

Something he uses to lure people into his arm’s reach.

Neither of his children smile a ton, so it’s strange seeing the man who created them grinning so freely.

I put much needed space between myself and the man who unnerves me. “So you’re out of prison now?” I ask, trying and failing to make good conversation.

“Crazy, huh?” Roux asks, rubbing her cute stomach.

“My kids grew up,” Jace grunts. “Kids are having kids now. I lost a whole lot in there.”

The room grows silent and uncomfortable.

“Right, so would you like some coffee?” I ask, keeping my voice peppy and polite.

“Sure, babe. Don’t give me any of that black shit. I like a lot of sugar, sugar.” He smiles again, his amber eyes twinkling.

“Okay,” I mutter. “Roux, want to come with me?”

Jace gives me a knowing smirk as he leans back on the sofa and threads his fingers behind his head, making his biceps bulge. “I promise not to listen in on you two talking about me.”

I hurry into the kitchen, needing to be out of that man’s vicinity. Roux waddles in shortly after, chewing on her bottom lip.

“This is weird, isn’t it?” she asks.

I start a pot of coffee and nod. “Completely.”

“He’s not going to hurt you,” she assures me. “I promise.”

My smile is weak. I don’t know that I actually believe her words, but I want to. For her. This is her dad and she seems happy to have him here. Like my own father, he doesn’t look a day over forty. Dad keeps fit from the building’s gym and good diet, but Jace is cut in a way only prison can do to a man. The same way Jordy is.

“You’re just out visiting?” I ask lightly.

“Actually, your dad asked us to meet him here. Samantha is Dad’s lawyer. She wants to have a meeting. Garrett offered for them to come here.”

Penny stumbles into the kitchen, her blond hair messy and in her face. She’s wearing a huge hoodie that looks like she stole from our brother and Nike sweats. I open my mouth to warn her about Jace, but she’s still groggy from sleep. She grabs a banana and heads into the living room, plopping down on the sofa.

I quickly make a cup of coffee for Jace, making sure to sweeten it up as requested. When Roux and I walk back into the living room, Jace is watching Penny with amusement as she eats her banana like she was raised in a barn.

“Why is there a convict sitting on Dad’s sofa?” Penny asks, her mouth full of banana. “Is Dad taking on more pet projects?” She swallows and arches a brow at him. “You’re not like going to be our stepdaddy now, are you?”

“Penny!” I shriek, scowling at her. “Stop talking.”

“What?” Penny grumbles. “He’s not drooling all over the way your tits are hanging out of that tank you should have retired last year, so he must be gay. Is that even genetic? You’re totally Roan’s bad dad, right? It’s the eyes. Also, that stupid hair.”

Jace starts laughing, a deep chuckle at first, and then he’s laughing so hard he’s tearing up. I set his coffee down and pin her with an angry glare.

“Penny,” I hiss. “Go to your room.”

Penny laughs. “Oh, you were serious. In that case, no. I’ll stay right here. Someone has to make sure Dad’s boyfriend gets the third degree. Gotta make sure he’s not gonna break his heart.”

“Dad’s not gay!” I snap. “And I’m sure Jace doesn’t appreciate the third degree. Leave him alone.”

“Man,” Jace says once he’s composed himself. “Did I miss girls or what? Fuckin’ entertaining as hell. Penny, eh? You got a mouth on you.”

“She has no filter,” Roux says. “It gets her in trouble sometimes.”

Penny rolls her eyes. “For the record, it hasn’t gotten me in trouble yet.”

I’m about to remind her that she ran her mouth the other day at school and got in trouble, but the front door opens, interrupting me. Dad strides in with his gorgeous lawyer in tow. It’s barely ten in the morning and she looks like Courtroom Barbie in her sexy suit and perfect hair.

Gag.

Samantha is beautiful and fierce, and helped me when I needed it most, but something about her makes me cringe.

“Hey, kids,” Dad greets, looking handsome and put together in a Polo shirt and slacks in comparison to Jace, who’s scary in his tight white T-shirt and holey jeans. “I see you’ve met Mr. Hirsch.”

Jace shakes his head as he stands. “No one’s called me mister in a while. You must be my son-in-law’s dad. The one who had a problem with his boy being gay.”

Jace faces off with my dad and for one tense moment, I’m afraid Jace will take a swing at him. Dad lifts his chin and steps closer, offering his hand to Jace.

“I’ve atoned for my sins against my son. Have you with yours?”

Jace winces at his words. “Still working on it, man.”

Samantha pushes them apart. “Now that the pissing match is over, let’s get right to it because I have a date later. I want to get this squared away.”

“A date?” Jace says, laughing. “With who?”

“It doesn’t matter. We need to—” she starts but is cut off by Jace.

“With Boardroom Bill here?” Jace’s taunting smirk is just like Roan’s.

“I’m not answering that question,” Samantha sasses, smacking his arm. “Stop being a child and focus for five seconds. You need a place to stay. Roan has made it abundantly clear you’re not welcome there. Jordy and Roux can’t house you either because their space isn’t big enough. Therefore, I’ve discussed it with Garrett and—”

“Who the fuck is Garrett?” Jace deadpans.

“Blondie’s boyfriend,” Penny chimes in, waving her hand between Samantha and Dad. “Keep up, convict.”

Dad scowls. “Samantha is not my girlfriend.” Then, to Jace he says, “Here. You can stay here.”

I shoot Roux a questioning look. Her amber eyes plead with mine. She wants her dad to be close by and for him to have a chance.

“We just moved in, though,” I croak out. “There’s nowhere to stay.”

“I think we just became bedmates, sis,” Penny states. “At least with this big, scary convict here, it’ll keep that piece of shit Ryan away.” She shrugs like having this dude come live with us isn’t terrifying.

“Who’s Ryan?” Jace asks, his glowing eyes locking on me.

“The fucker who ruined my daughter’s life,” Dad snaps. “If I ever see him again, I will—”

“Don’t finish that thought,” Samantha bites out. “Too many witnesses. If you did, later on down the road, I’ll have a helluva lot harder time getting you off.”

Jace and Penny both snort.

Children.

“Garrett says he has a connection with a construction company. They take on ex-convicts and other riff-raff like you,” Samantha tells Jace, grinning. “You take the job. Swing your hammer around. Get paid. And when you get on your feet, for the love of God, go find your own place so you’re not freeloading off these poor people.”

“Sammy here is a hardass,” Jace reveals. “Always bustin’ balls. Gary, does she bust your balls too? Are you into that sort of kink?”

“Daddy, can we keep him?” Penny asks, an evil glint in her blue eyes. “I always wanted a pet convict.”

Dad scrubs his palm down his face. “Samantha, I’ve got this. Get to your date. Thank you.”

She waggles her finger at Jace, winking at him, before she sashays out of the loft. Dad motions for everyone to sit. Roux sits down between her father and Penny. Dad and I each take an armchair.

“Ryan Cunningham is a cop’s kid. He’s an abusive prick who not only hurt my Charlotte, but he tried to rape her.” Dad delivers his words with fiery venom. “If you see him, watch out. He’s fucking trouble.”

All humor fades from Jace.

His amber eyes cut over to me, slicing me open with one gaze. “That true, sugar?”

“Unfortunately,” I admit.

He leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “You have my word, little girl. I’ll look after you.”

Dad reaches over and squeezes my hand. “Now that we have that out of the way, let’s talk about some house rules.”

Jace and Penny both laugh again while Roux and I cringe.

“Rules, Gary? It’s like you forgot who you were talkin’ to.” Jace winks at me and then nudges Roux with his shoulder. “But don’t worry. I won’t fuck with your shit, steal your shit, or ruin your shit. I will, however, give you shit, but that’s all for shits and giggles.” He points at Penny, then me, and finally Roux. “But this right here? These girls? That shit’s off-limits.”

“Agreed,” Dad mumbles.

“Cool. You can do the old man blood pact and virgin sacrificing later,” Penny states and then smacks Jace’s thigh. “Pet, you want breakfast? I can make us some bacon.”

Dad rolls his eyes and waves them off. “Whatever. Don’t burn my kitchen down.”
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Cal

 

I need to get to work, but I can’t leave. Not now. Not when Terrence is finally making progress. Yesterday, after I bailed from Charlotte’s bed, I spent all day at the hospital. My boy struggled hard coming to terms with what had happened. Trying to make sense of who he was and who we were. Slowly, recognition of Rhetta, Tierra, and myself came back, but he couldn’t remember the accident itself. The physical therapists worked with him, having him do small exercises, but today they plan to try and get him up and walking some.

Because the accident crushed in part of his skull, they had to perform a decompressive craniectomy. After they removed a bone flap, they refrigerated that shit for months while the swelling went down. Once it did, they performed a cranioplasty to replace it a few weeks ago.

Now that he’s awake, he’ll endure more therapies, including occupational therapy, speech therapy, and he’ll have to see a neuropsychologist. All just to get him to function like before.

Glancing over at the clock, I decide I can chill with T for fifteen more minutes before I have to leave. He eats his breakfast slowly, a permanent scowl on his face. I try not to stare at the scarring on his head. It’s something that was so easily overlooked when he was attached to all the machines. Now, they glow like neon signs, reminding me he almost died.

Time passes silently. I’m afraid to speak. Yesterday when I tried, he yelled at me. He yelled at everyone. I know he’s not himself, but I hope he’ll come back to us soon.

“All right, man,” I mutter, rising to my feet. “I have to head to class.”

He blinks, ignoring me as he chews his eggs.

“I got a job. A fuckin’ teacher.” I let out a snort of disbelief. “I’d love to tell you it sucks, but it doesn’t. I like it. Pre-Calculus.”

Great, I’m fucking rambling.

His brown eyes travel my way. One eye droops slightly and I’m too afraid to ask the doctor if it’s permanent.

“Bitches are all over my nuts of course,” I continue, sounding like an idiot. “I can’t help it. I mean I’m already hot as fuck. But make me wear a tie? They never had a chance.”

Terrence blinks hard, studying my clothes. His brows pinch together and I can’t tell if it’s because he’s thinking or in pain. He picks up a carton of apple juice and sucks on the straw.

“I’ll see you after school.” I pick up his phone that’s charging beside the bed. “Text me if you need anything. Your grandma will be here soon.”

I give him a stupid wave that he doesn’t return.

Fuck.

I want my best friend back.
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I’m in a pissy ass mood by the time I drop down into my desk chair just in time for first hour to begin. Kids are filing in, filling the room with incessant chattering. Heidi walks by, her hazel eyes immediately finding mine. She sets her stuff down and bounces over to my desk. Today she’s wearing jeans that may as well be painted on and a tight T-shirt that you can see her nipples through. I don’t have the energy for this girl today.

“I had a question on the homework,” she says, her voice too sweet and rehearsed.

“What?”

She doesn’t bristle at my tone. Instead, she stands closer to me, leaning in to show me something on her Chromebook. I glance over the problem and immediately find the error. Begrudgingly, I explain to her what she did wrong and how to fix it. Once we finish, she touches my shoulder.

“Thank you,” she murmurs. “And sorry about…you know. All the crap from before. I’ve just been going through some stuff.”

Aren’t we all?

“It’s fine,” I grunt out. “Take a seat. Bell’s about to ring.”

As she makes her way back to her seat, I glance over at Charlotte, expecting to see jealousy in her blue eyes. She’s not angry. No, my fucking girl is smiling at her phone as she texts.

Irritation slides through my veins like an infection, tainting every cell of my being. I had the worst weekend of my life and she’s happy.

I crack my neck and rise to my feet. The class grows quiet when I start writing on the board. My words come out clipped and angry as I explain a few problems. I eventually give them an assignment to work on while I stew on my anger.

My laptop dings with Charlotte’s submitted work. Of course it’s all correct. She’s back to texting. For a brief, irrational moment, I think of Wes.

Pervert fucking Wes.

She wouldn’t text with him. Fuck no.

Heidi raises her hand. I nod at her to approach. She makes her way back over to me, but my eyes are locked on Charlotte. I hate how fucking beautiful she is. It’s effortless. Like today, she’s wearing a light pink V-neck T-shirt that shows off her fine-ass tits and a pair of black yoga pants. Her blond hair is in messy beach waves that beg to be pulled and touched. It’s her lips I can’t seem to look away from. Pink and glossy. Full and juicy. Smiling. Sweet. Sexy.

“This is confusing,” Heidi says, pointing at the problem.

I reluctantly drag my gaze from Charlotte to help Heidi. Heidi touches my arm several times. Each time I watch to see if Charlotte notices. She doesn’t.

“Thanks, Mr. Hutton,” Heidi purrs before swaying her ass back to her seat.

No longer able to take it, I stand and stalk over to Charlotte. I hold out my palm.

“Give me your phone,” I demand.

Heidi laughs, earning a glare from Charlotte.

“Now,” I growl.

Charlotte scowls at me and slaps her phone into my hand. I walk back over to my seat to see what was so damn entertaining. I read through several recent texts between her and someone named Lo. Lo, a fucking guy, keeps sending her pictures with different styles of his hair.

Lo: What about this?

Lo: This makes me look hot, right?

Charlotte: Eh.

Lo: So hard to please, woman. Should I go green?

Charlotte: No, you’re perfect au naturel.

Lo: Black is boring.

Charlotte: Black is your hair color. Don’t change it.

Lo: You’d still love me if it were green?

Charlotte: Duh.

Lo: I miss you, baby. When are you going to leave that shit town and run away with me?

Charlotte: Tomorrow.

Lo: Fucking tease. Show me your boobs.

Charlotte: Don’t be gross.

Lo: We both know you’re the queen of nasty, baby.

My blood is boiling when I get to the end. Who the fuck is this guy? She loves him? She’s going to run away from him?

Lo: Tell me more about the hot convict sleeping in your bed.

What the actual fuck?

I type back a reply.

Charlotte: This is Charlotte’s boyfriend. Who the fuck are you, bitch?

The bell rings as the dots move. I don’t get to see what he says because Charlotte snatches her phone out of my hand.

“What is your problem?” she hisses, shoving her phone into her pocket. “You have no right.”

Heidi smirks at Charlotte and then gives me a wink before she leaves. The classroom hasn’t even emptied out, but I don’t care. I blow up like a fucking bomb.

“My problem? Seriously, English? We fuck and it’s something goddamn special, but then you’re sexting with some punk-ass bitch?”

Joey sniggers but cowers when I glower at him. He scurries out of the room, the last to leave.

“Fuck you, Cal,” she snaps. “Don’t ever treat me like that again.”

“I want to know who the fuck—”

“He’s my friend from rehab. Gay, Cal. Back the fuck off.”

I deflate at her words. “Didn’t sound gay.”

“I don’t know what to tell you.” She jerks back her hand when I reach for it. “We had something special. You and me. Apparently you think so little of me that I’d throw it all away just like that.” She snaps her fingers. “Call me later when you’re done being an asshole.”

Rather than yanking her to me to give her an apologetic kiss, I watch her leave.

Fuck, I’m an idiot.
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I feel like a creeper, watching her from the doorway of the gym, but I don’t care. I’m not leaving this school until I’ve talked to her. Which now, because she’s at cheer practice, I have to wait.

Heidi is the first to spy me. She goes from working hard, to shaking her ass like she’s flirting from afar. Charlotte frowns in confusion until she follows her stare to me.

“Can we focus?” Coach Jenner barks out.

Charlotte seems to ground herself with a deep breath and then puts everything she has into practice. In just a black sports bra and tiny-ass black shorts, she’s hot as fuck. All her sexy curves are on display. I step inside the gym and make my way over to the bleachers to take a seat on the bottom row, right in front of where she’s practicing.

Jenner runs them through a couple of practice cheers. Charlotte seems smaller than Heidi, so it surprises me that they push Heidi to the top of the pyramid while Charlotte stands nearby.

“Now, English!” Jenner yells. “Standing back full twist!”

I watch, in awe, as Charlotte essentially does a back flip from a standing position while adding in a twist halfway through. She’s flawless.

“Excellent,” Jenner praises. “And then, I want to see a back tuck punch front.”

Charlotte readies herself and then does the impossible. She does a back flip, lands on her feet, bounces, and then a front flip. For having a year off from cheerleading, she certainly still has it.

The girls in the pyramid toss Heidi around, which is also impressive, but I’m fixated on Charlotte. Her face glistens with a light sheen of sweat and she breathes heavily, making her breasts bounce with the movement.

They start a cheer and Charlotte can be heard over everyone. Her smile is the perkiest and her movements are the tightest. I don’t know much about this sport, but I’m smart enough to know she’s the best one on her team. Her fake smile falters when she glances back at the gym door.

I follow her stare.

Fucking Wes.

He’s grinning at her like they’re a fucking item and even waves. I’m already rising to my feet to go beat his ass when he notices me. The perv flees.

“Cal,” Charlotte calls out, trotting over to me. “Don’t. Just sit. Please stay with me.”

I relax and give her a nod. I’m tense as fuck, but I remain sitting for the duration of practice. Once Jenner calls practice over, Charlotte grabs her bag and plops down next to me.

Her sweet, sweaty scent makes me want to strip her down and lick every inch of her.

“You looked good out there,” I praise, running my fingertips down her sweaty spine.

“Thanks.” She pulls her water bottle from her bag and guzzles it. “Why are you here?”

“I fucked up, okay?” I grumble. “I’m sorry.”

She searches my eyes, frowning. Several girls whisper and Heidi shoots Charlotte a venomous look, but they eventually clear out, leaving us alone.

“What are we?” Charlotte asks, blue eyes shining with emotion.

I grab her hips, hauling her into my lap so she’s straddling me. “What do you want us to be?”

“Something real. Legitimate. If you think we’re just fucking—”

“We’re not just fucking,” I growl, cutting her off. “We’re so much more than that. We’re whatever you call it when a beautiful, maddening girl carves a hole inside you and decides to live there. That’s what we are. You’re a parasite on my soul.”

“Wow,” she says, her blond brow arched high. “You should consider writing romance novels if this whole teacher gig falls through. Instant bestseller with those sweet words.”

I smack her ass. “Don’t be a brat.”

Her fingers thread into my hair and she leans forward to kiss me. I figure this must be her accepting my apology. Her taste is salty and addictive. I’m considering peeling off her tiny shorts so I can lick her sweaty cunt when her phone buzzes in her bag.

“Just a friend,” she reminds me in a sassy tone.

I roll my eyes. “As long as your friend knows you’re my fucking girl, we’re good.”

Her smile is sweet until she reads her text. The sharp suck of breath and instant paling of her flushed cheeks tells me whatever it is, isn’t good. I grip her wrist, angling the phone toward me, so I can peek at the message.

Unknown Number: I have thirty more burner phones all with your number programmed in. You can be a bitch all you want, but I’ll still find a way to reach you.

“What the fuck?” I bark out, making her jump.

“It’s just Ryan being his usual self.” She sighs, scowling at her phone.

Unknown Number: Grayson says you’re in the gym right now with that asshole.

Oh. Fuck. No.

I lift Charlotte off my lap, exploding with rage, and run to the gym door that leads outside. As soon as I burst through the doors, two guys take one look at me and take off running. I start for them, but Charlotte grabs my arm, stopping me.

“Just leave it be,” she orders. “I’ve got it handled.”

Her phone buzzes again. I snatch it from her.

Unknown Number: If you’re fucking him, you’re going to regret it, baby.

“I’m going to kill him,” I growl.

She takes the phone back and then blocks the number. “There. Problem solved. Can we drop it?”

“No,” I snarl. “We can’t just drop it.”

“I need a shower. I can’t deal with this right now. Go, Cal. I’ve had enough of you today.”

“Oh come the fuck on.” I throw my hands up in the air. “I’m supposed to stand around and let this psycho terrorize my fucking girl?”

“Maybe your fucking girl doesn’t want to talk about it!”

“Too damn bad!”

We’re both glowering at each other, breathing heavily when someone walks up behind me.

“You should go,” Penny says. “Go cool off. I’ll take Charlotte home.”

I want to argue, but I’m too pissed.

“Call me when you’re done acting like this, parasite,” I toss out at her, fury dripping from my words.

Charlotte gives me an exaggerated thumbs-up that pisses me right the fuck off before she storms back into the gym. I start forward and Penny pats my chest, shaking her head.

“Bye, Hoodlum. She’ll call you later.”
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Charlotte

 

I blame my period for the messy emotions.

Ever since Monday when I got pissed at Cal and conveniently started menstruating, I haven’t been able to let it go. He was a total dick about Loden and then went all caveman over Ryan. We’re both pretty good at being stubborn brats, because neither of us has made the move to apologize. He overreacted, but so did I. I miss him, but I’m hormonal and feel like raging any time I consider being the first to apologize.

So, instead, I stew.

My legs feel like jelly and every muscle screams in pain. Coach Jenner has been pushing us every day after school. You’d think after three practices in, I’d be used to it. Each day is harder than the last, though.

After a shower, I change into some pajamas, ignoring the fact it’s not even six in the evening, and head to the kitchen to figure something out to eat. It’s then I notice the presence at the kitchen table.

Jace and Samantha.

I flash them my fake cheerleader smile. “Hey.”

Jace’s gaze flits over me, assessing me from head to toe, before landing back on my face. “Hey, cheerleader.”

“I swear you have ADD,” Samantha grumbles. “I need you to look over this paperwork and sign it. Stop getting distracted by teenage boobs.”

Sure, my tank top is tight and sure I’m not wearing a bra because I forgot he freaking lives here now, but at least my boobs aren’t spilling out of the top like hers are.

Jace lets his eyes linger on me a second longer—not because he’s checking me out, but because he’s trying to figure me out—before he turns back to Samantha. I rummage around in the kitchen until I find the ingredients for an omelet.

“Call me if this job doesn’t pan out. I’ll help you find a new one,” Samantha says, rising from the table. “Be a good boy, Jace.” She pats him on the head and then leaves without a word of goodbye to me.

I ignore her to chop up some green onions when a fiery, imposing presence pulsates into me from behind. His nearness makes me shiver. Whirling around, I hold the chopping knife between us, forcing a glare.

“What are you doing?” I demand.

His head cocks to the side as he studies me. “Just trying to figure you out, cheerleader.”

“There’s nothing to figure out.”

“You’re afraid of me. You won’t think twice about stabbing me if I step closer. I’m bigger and scarier than your boyfriend ever was, yet you feel empowered right now. Like you could defend yourself if you needed to.”

“It’s called PMS. Beware of a bitch on the rag.”

His handsome mouth curls into a grin. “Good excuse. However, we both know it’s more than that. Why did you let that boy hurt you?”

I cringe at his words. “I didn’t let him do anything. He just took what he wanted. I won’t let him take from me ever again. Or anyone else for that matter.”

“Good girl,” he says, patting the top of my head. “And if he does, I’ll make sure he gets it twice as bad.”

“He belongs in jail,” I huff, hating how my skin crawls just thinking of him.

“I know people in prison.” His amber eyes flicker like flames. “Ask Kayden and Juno.”

I stiffen, finally lowering the knife to go back to chopping. “What’s with Kayden and Juno?”

Roux told me the whole story. Of Renaldo and his gang. The way they hurt her and Jordy. How they tried to burn them alive. Kayden tossed the match. He can burn in hell for all I care because my best friend could have died that night.

Jace stands behind me, peering over my shoulder, watching me as I prepare the vegetables. His breath is hot and tickles my hair.

“They’re paying for their sins not only with time,” he growls, “but with their flesh too.”

“You orchestrated this? Are you going to have them killed?”

“Nah,” he murmurs. “Too easy. Whenever I get pissed, thinking all over again what they did to Jordy and Roux, I just put in the word for them to be punished. It’ll hurt. Juno’s in the infirmary as we speak. Kayden has another ass kicking coming to him soon.”

“Are you the godfather of prison?”

He tugs playfully at my hair. “Just a guy who won’t sit around and let injustice prevail.”

“An ex-con vigilante mobster then?”

“Just a dad. Like yours. He’s a little more civilized in his approach. You think I’m the godfather? Your old man has been busy rubbing elbows with every influential person in Hood River. When he gets ready to call in favors, the whole town will yield to him like he’s king. I guess that makes you the princess.”

I’m about to speak when my words are cut short.

Yelling.

Pounding.

“Charlotte! Charlotte! Let me in!”

Jace snags the knife from my hand, storming toward the front door. I chase after him, fear swelling up inside of me.

“Jace!” I cry out when he flings open the door, a murderous growl in his throat.

He grabs our visitor by the front of his T-shirt and shoves him against the wall in the hallway, the knife with vegetables still clinging to it, digging painfully into his flesh.

“Apologize to her,” Jace snarls. “Apologize for being a psychopathic woman beater rapist!”

Loden’s eyes are wild with fear. “Wrong dude, dude.”

“Jace, it’s my friend. That’s not Ryan.”

Jace doesn’t pull away, his shoulders tight with anger. Gently, I reach past him to take the knife from his hand. He relinquishes it to me, but doesn’t unpin Loden from the wall.

“He seems sketchy,” Jace grumbles.

“And so do you,” I argue, “but you’re here, living with me. Sometimes the perfect looking ones are the worst. Lo is cool. Let him go.”

Jace finally releases him and steps back. His fiery glare takes its time inspecting Loden as though he’s hiding a hidden agenda that Jace can uncover with one stare. I move around the snarling beast and throw my arms around my friend.

“I missed you,” I choke out, overjoyed with his sudden appearance.

“Missed you too, baby.” Loden nuzzles my hair and sighs as though my hug has the power to heal all the cracked parts of him. “Is the ex-convict your new boyfriend or are you still banging the bad boy Hoodlum?”

I push away from him and swat at his arm. “Jace is just a friend.”

“A friend who will beat anyone who hurts her,” Jace throws out.

As much as I appreciate the protectiveness, it’s overboard. He can’t go beating people who might be a threat. Especially Ryan, who is one. Michael will have him tossed back in prison before either of us could even blink. There’s no way I will be responsible for him going back. My best friend would be devastated.

“Come on. I was just starting dinner. Jace, you can join us if you act like a civilized human and not this Neanderthal. Deal?”

Jace shrugs, his glare affixed on Loden. “Ain’t makin’ any promises, princess. If he gets out of line, I’ll straighten him back out.”

“There’s no straightening me back out,” Loden says. “But Char is my girl. She’ll always be safe with me.”
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“This feels like the start of a bad porno,” Penny says when she enters the kitchen, drenched in sweat. “Cheerleader makes breakfast in her pajamas. Two convicts do terrible, terrible things to her with the spatula.”

I hand Jace his plate and he carries it over to the table, chuckling at Penny.

“I’m not having sex with either of them,” I grumble. “Sorry to burst your bubble, but no pornos here.”

“I did watch a porno with two sisters once—” Loden starts, but I cut him off with a glare.

“Don’t encourage her,” I bite out. I point my spatula at Jace, who’s laughing. “You neither.”

“For real, though,” Penny says. “How many hot guys do you have just hanging on your every word? Do you have a harem now? Ohhhh, Dad is going to lose his shit if you’re having threesomes in his apartment. Does Cal know? Is Cal in the harem? What about Terrence?”

“Penny!” I bark out. “No harems. No threesomes. Get your head out of the gutter and make an omelet if you’re hungry. I’m not cooking for your bratty ass.”

She smirks. “Nah, I just ate with Dad. He had to swing by the office, but he’ll be home soon. Quick, hide your boyfriends.”

I smack her ass and she laughs before escaping the kitchen to head to her room that we’re now sharing.

“For the record, the sister porno started with an ass smacking,” Loden says unhelpfully. “Just saying.”

“Zip it.”

The three of us eat, both of them hiding smirks while I try not to blush profusely. Damn Penny for always stirring shit up.

After dinner and cleanup, I take Loden’s hand, leading him outside. I check my phone for messages from Cal but come up short. It makes my heart ache, but I’ll worry about him later. Something is up with Loden. He’s never come to visit me before. Despite the playful grin he plastered on since he’s been here, I know better. He’s hurting.

We sit on the patio sofa, me on one end with Loden’s head in my lap. I stroke my fingers through his black hair and wait for him to spill. Tonight, as the sun disappears behind the horizon, a chilly wind blows across the river, making me wish I’d grabbed a blanket.

“I want to get drunk, Char. Like shitfaced, fall-down wasted. I want to drink until I black out.” He sighs. “I want to feel numb.”

My heart twists painfully in my chest. “Why?”

“It’s too much. Everyone. Everything. Always in my fucking face. Demanding. They want me to be a circus monkey. I can’t fucking breathe, baby. I can’t breathe.” His voice cracks. “No wonder you like it here. It’s calm. No one pulling your strings and telling you where you have to go.”

“Maybe you need a vacation,” I suggest, taking his hand in mine.

“You have no idea what sort of hoops I’d have to jump through to make that happen.”

“You came here with no problems.”

His dark eyes flash with deviance as he pins me with a stare. “I left. I didn’t even tell Mena. No one knows I’m here. I had trouble leaving LAX. Cameras everywhere, but once I arrived in Oregon, no one knew me. It was bliss.”

“You should let her know you’re okay,” I urge. “That’s erratic behavior. She’ll be worried. When it’s family, it’s okay to let them know your plans. She’s not trying to control you like they are.”

“Yeah, you’re right. I’ll call her.”

“I’ll give you a minute,” I tell him. I rise and leave him on the patio to head inside. Music plays in Penny’s room where she’s holed up. Jace is in my old room with the door closed and Dad’s office door is also shut. I pull my phone back out to text Cal.

Me: I miss you.

Chaos Hoodlum: Do you?

Me: Of course I do. I was just mad. I’m sorry.

Chaos Hoodlum: Has he messaged you anymore?

Me: No.

Chaos Hoodlum: Good. I’m sorry too. I just got so fucking worried.

Me: The great Cal Hutton knows how to apologize…color me shocked.

Chaos Hoodlum: Smartass. Come see me.

Me: I have a visitor.

Chaos Hoodlum: Lo?

Me: Yeah. Don’t be jealous.

Chaos Hoodlum: I’m not. Jordy told me Jace is staying there too. How is that? Do I need to kick that convict’s ass?

Me: He nearly stabbed Lo because he thought he was Ryan.

Chaos Hoodlum: Daddy Hoodlum gets an ass kicking pass then.

Me: How’s Terrence?

Chaos Hoodlum: Going home soon.

Me: What?! No way! That’s amazing.

Chaos Hoodlum: I need to get to bed. See you at school tomorrow.

I can’t help but feel like I’ve been brushed off. Unfortunately, Terrence is a touchy subject for us. All I want is for him to heal and be happy.

Rather than let it bother me, I send him a thumbs-up emoji.

Chaos Hoodlum: Bad, bad girl.

Me: You like it that I’m just as bad as you.

Chaos Hoodlum: I’m taking you to dinner tomorrow after practice.

Me: Are you asking me out on a date, Mr. Hutton?

Chaos Hoodlum: More like telling you, parasite.

Me: Way to ruin it.

This time, he sends me the thumbs-up emoji and damn it, my cheeks burn bright red. Shoving my phone back into my pocket, I grab the blanket off the couch and head back outside to sit with Loden. He’s lying down on the sofa, his long legs stretched across, staring into the distance. I wedge myself between him and the back cushions, covering us with the blanket.

“Is she okay?” I ask, patting his chest.

“Now that she knows I’m with you, yes.”

“I’m always here for you, Lo. Always. You’re never alone.”

He lets out a ragged, heavy sigh. “Same, baby, same.”

I fall asleep, doing my damnedest to hold him together. When I wake the next morning, shivering from the cold and all alone, I discover he’s left with a text as his only goodbye.

Lo: I love you and miss you already. Thanks for giving me exactly what I needed when I needed it. Now LA needs me. Talk soon.

My heart squeezes with worry, but all I can do is hope he’ll come back to me the next time he’s hurting.
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Cal

 

I thrum my fingers on my steering wheel, trying like hell not to let my nerves get the best of me.

Terrence is here.

Alive.

In my truck and going home.

I never thought we’d get to this point, but we’re here. He’s nowhere near the man he once was, but all I can do is hope like hell he’ll get back to that point. I wish Charlotte were here for moral support, but she’d be the worst person right now considering she was the cause of all of his pain. I know he doesn’t remember the accident exactly, but he knows who hit him that night.

If he were a dick to her, I might not take it well.

And that right there causes guilt to twist at my guts.

She deserves his anger. But she’s my fucking girl now and I can’t bear the idea of anyone being a dick but me. She likes it when I’m a dick to her. It gives her a chance to show off those new claws of hers.

I try not to think about last night. I’d taken her to dinner like I told her I would. A fancy steakhouse on the river. While she chattered on about her classes and Roux and cheerleading, I couldn’t look away. The girl has put a fucking spell on me. I wanted to drag her back to my cabin to fuck her in every nasty way possible, but she told me she was on her period. Not that that would have stopped me. My fucking girl made it all worth it, though, because she gave me road head on the way back to her dad’s apartment.

“No,” Terrence clips out, finally speaking.

“No?”

“Not Grandma’s.” He rubs at his temple. “I need to feel normal. If I go to her house, she’ll fucking baby me.”

I glance over at him. He’s still weak as hell, but my boy is a fighter. Eventually, he’ll get back to the man he once was. All he needs is time and possibly space from his grandma. He’ll have enough to deal with considering he’s got a schedule full of therapists who are to come see him each week.

“I have an extra room at my new cabin. You’re cool to room with me.”

He nods, so I take a left toward the campground rather than a right to head to his house. We ride the rest of the way in silence. It’s dark by the time we arrive home. Terrence climbs out and walks right in, not stopping to look at anything along the way. Since the door is unlocked, it means Mom must have stopped by. As soon as I trot in after him and discover fruit in the bowl on the table, I know she’s filled my cabinets with groceries.

Once a momma’s boy, always a momma’s boy.

“So, yeah, this is it. My humble abode. You can stay as long as you want. Your room is that way and mine is over there. Mom hooked us up with food. Eat whatever you want.”

He walks over to the window overlooking the woods and stares out. The silence grows awkward and I once again fill it with rambled words.

“I canceled Campfire Chaos indefinitely. It felt lame as fuck having all those people there.” I snort out a laugh. “Last week, I invited just the Hoodlums and my parents. Can you believe it? Sebban loved playing in the river and eating s’mores. My dad gave me shit about…” I trail off. “You hungry?”

He turns to study me, his left eye drooping slightly. His features are expressionless—a dark void of nothing. It’s unnerving considering he was always so playful and fun.

“What did your dad give you shit about?”

“The girl I’m seeing,” I rush out quickly. “If I know Mom, she left us something to heat up for dinner.” I start for the kitchen and open the fridge. “Mystery casserole it is.”

I start mashing buttons to preheat the oven when I feel his brooding presence.

“You’re seeing a girl?”

“Certainly not a guy,” I joke.

He doesn’t laugh. Doesn’t smile. Just stares.

“Yeah, man. A girl. I like her,” I admit.

“Who?”

“Does it matter?” I grumble as I remove the foil. Looks like Mom’s famous King Ranch chicken casserole. It’s Terrence’s favorite.

“It matters.”

Silence fills the air as we stare each other down. Fuck. He’s not going to like this. Hell, until recently, I didn’t like this.

“It’s not Tierra or your grandma,” I tease, though my joke sounds forced.

His face doesn’t twitch. Anger glints in his brown eyes. He knows. Why is he going to make me say it?

“T,” I start, letting out a heavy sigh. “It just happened.”

A flare of disgust ripples over his features, making me wince. As though the world likes to fuck me over with timing straight from the book of Karma, a car door slams outside.

That’s right.

I invited Charlotte and Penny over for dinner. Penny was supposed to leave Charlotte overnight. When I was bringing Terrence home, I assumed he’d go to his home, not mine. Now, everything is about to fucking explode.

The oven buzzes, letting me know it’s pre-heated. I shove the casserole dish inside and close the door before scrubbing my palm over my face in frustration. The front door opens. All I can do is watch the train wreck unfold. No warning for either of them.

Charlotte walks in, looking gorgeous as hell in a black leather jacket and jeans. Her smile is wide and all for me. Penny follows in, sloppy in her hoodie and sweats, always such a contrast from her sister. As soon as Charlotte sees Terrence, her smile falters.

“Oh…”

Terrence stiffens, his shoulders squaring like he’s about to faceoff with a dragon. Something in his stance sends my protective urges flaring to the surface. I stride past my best friend, putting myself between them. Charlotte’s blue eyes flicker to mine for a brief instant, relief shining in them, before she turns them back to Terrence.

“Terrence,” she murmurs. “I have nothing to say to you except I’m so, so sorry. Words can’t explain how sorry I am. I never set out to hurt you.”

“You did hurt me,” he snaps, his fiery words lashing at my back.

As though she’s been struck by them, she flinches. My hackles rise. I feel like an asshole for being pissed at Terrence, but I am. I don’t want his anger directed at her. I want to draw her into my arms and keep her safe from him.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers, her nose turning pink and her eyes watering. “I know you’ll never forgive me—”

He cuts her off with a snarl. “You don’t know shit about me.”

“I know, but—” she tries again.

“Stop talking to me, you reckless bitch,” he bites out. “Just stop fucking talking.”

Twisting around, I come face to face with T. His drooping eye twitches with anger. I feel guilt for a split second, but then his words come flying back.

“Enough,” I bite out. “That’s enough.”

His lip curls up. “I’m—”

“One ugly motherfucker,” Penny states from behind me.

I flinch at her words. She pushes past me and looks up at Terrence. His anger is no longer shot at my fucking girl, but to her sister instead.

“The fuck you say, little girl?” Terrence seethes.

Penny laughs. “You heard me. Now back the fuck off my sister before I punch you in your good eye.”

His brows furl. “You can’t—”

“What? Can’t be mean to the mean boy?” She pokes his chest. “Just because you’re ugly, Humpty Dumpty, doesn’t mean you get a free pass.”

He gapes at her. “Did you just call me—”

“Do you like egghead better?” she challenges. “Seriously, dude, sue your doctor. He fucked up your head.”

“Penny,” I growl. “Enough.”

She looks over her shoulder at me. “You’re not the boss of me, Hoodlum.”

Fucking hell.

“Go home, little girl,” Terrence mutters.

“Nah, I’d rather give you shit.” She shrugs. “Does Tierra know you’re a raging asshole? From the way she talks about you, you’d think you were God’s gift to mankind.”

“She knows,” I offer.

Terrence smirks. I see it. Just the slightest movement. My heart nearly leaps out of my fucking chest.

“Can I touch your dent?” Penny asks Terrence. “Is it squishy?”

He loses the smirk to scowl at her. “I don’t have a dent.”

“You most certainly have a dent. Have you looked in the mirror lately? You’re ugly as fuck, man,” Penny deadpans.

He blinks at her, his mouth parted in shock. “I haven’t looked in the mirror.”

Oh fuck.

She takes his hand. “Oh boy, I cannot wait to see the look on your face. Let’s do it together. Come on.”

“Sadistic bitch,” he grumbles, but allows her to lead him away.

I walk after them, Charlotte hot on my heels. Before I can get to the bathroom door, Penny closes it, an evil grin on her face. Charlotte clutches onto my hand.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispers.

I squeeze her hand. “It’ll be okay, Charlie girl.”

The bathroom is silent. And then…

“See. Told you. Look. Wow, that’s a huge dent.”

Terrence groans. “Fucking hell.”

“Total horror show,” Penny states. “I hope you got laid enough to get you by for the next sixty years because your future chances are looking slim.”

Oh my God.

“It’s not that bad,” Terrence argues.

“Keep telling yourself that, dude.”

“My dick still works,” he grumbles.

“Does it? Not what the doctor said. You are so fucked.”

He laughs. Fucking laughs.

“You’re a real bitch, shorty.”

“Thanks, Frankenstein.”

“Fuck you.”

“Nah, I don’t do dent heads.”

They both laugh.

“No wonder you’re friends with Tierra. Both bratty ass bitches with attitudes bigger than Dallas,” he grumbles. “It’s not a dent.”

“Dude, it’s a big dent. Don’t even get me started on that eye.”

He starts laughing again. Music to my fucking ears. Penny may be a huge bitch, but she may have just fixed my best friend. I owe that girl big.

The door reopens and he steps out, his eyes darting over to Charlotte. “It’s not a dent,” he says.

“More like an impression,” Charlotte agrees. “A blemish.”

“I agree with Penny on this one,” I cut in. “It’s a fucking dent.”

We all laugh. It’s real and honest and freeing.

“You good, T?” I ask finally.

He ruffles Charlotte’s hair as he walks by. “Yeah, man, I’m good.”
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Turns out, having Penny over for dinner saved the damn day. Terrence still broods and sometimes winces as though he’s in pain, but he doesn’t scowl like he hates the world. Every time he does, Penny gives him shit. I can tell he’s getting tired, though, so when Penny tells everyone goodbye, I let out a sigh of relief.

“I guess we’re gonna hit the sack. You need anything?” I ask him as I tug Charlotte’s hand, pulling her up off the couch.

“Nah, I’m headed to bed myself.” He bumps my fist and then disappears into the guest bedroom.

Once Charlotte and I make it into my bedroom, I close the door and then start stripping.

“Still on the rag, parasite?”

She rolls her eyes as she pulls off her shirt. “Yeah. You afraid of a little blood, Hoodlum?”

“Dirty bitch.”

Her smirk is my undoing. “Guess I’ll have to clean up in the shower. All alone.”

“I’m fucking you in the shower, woman. Be ready for me. Five minutes.”

She laughs as she closes the bathroom door. I toss my phone on the end table as I soak in how natural things feel with Charlotte. I’ve dated chicks but haven’t seriously dated anyone ever. Sure, there were a few girls who stuck around more than others, like Sidney, but none I claimed as mine or introduced to my parents.

With Charlotte, I don’t want to let her go.

Ever.

By the time I join her in the shower, she’s washed her hair and is waiting with a smile. I attack her with a desperate kiss. Her resounding moans spur me on. Gripping her ass, I lift her tiny body and am in her in the next instant.

Rather than fucking her like the madman I am, I take a moment to stare at her as water rivulets run down her face. So damn pretty. I kiss her lips softly. Then her nose. Her cheeks. Forehead. Throat. Sometimes I want to decimate her, and other times like now, I want to cradle her and cherish her. Strangest shit I’ve ever experienced.

“What is this thing between us?” I ask, my lips hovering over hers.

“Chaos,” she murmurs. I freeze at her safe word. “Unsafe and crazy and out of control. And I don’t ever want it to end.”
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Charlotte

 

“Please, Ryan,” I beg. “Can we go home? Talk?”

I’m sick to my stomach and being around all these drunk idiots is making me even more nauseous. Ryan is in his element, playing king of everyone, though.

I should just leave.

Then what?

A shudder quakes through me. I don’t want to think about what he’d do if I just left. Sometimes I wish I could leave permanently.

My stomach roils violently. I should have eaten something before coming. Maybe I could sneak away, grab something to eat, and come back before he even notices. We took my car.

Since he’s ignoring me, choosing to bask in the attention of his loyal followers, I decide to slip away. I push through the crowd and out into the warm May evening undetected. I’ve barely made it down the steps when pain bursts at the base of my skull.

“Ahh!” I cry out.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Ryan demands. “Are you trying to embarrass me?”

“W-What? No! I’m hungry. I need food. I’ll be back in a few.”

He releases me, shoving me slightly. “You think I’m going to let my girlfriend go and pay for her own food? I’m not some monster, Charlotte.”

Liar.

You’re the biggest monster I know.

“You’re going to come with me?”

He smirks. “Nah, you can just stay here with me where you belong. Here. Eat this.” His grin is wolfish as he holds out a pill.

I shake my head. “I can’t.”

“Since fucking when?” He storms up to me, his face twisting cruelly.

“We need to talk,” I squeak out.

Time pauses. Seconds linger in the air between us, quivering, begging to move forward. When he strikes, time speeds up again. His grip on my wrist is strong as he drags me to my car. I stumble over my own feet trying to keep up.

“You’re hurting me,” I murmur, tears flooding my eyes.

“I tried to give you something for the pain,” he snarls. “But you’re too fucking good for that now. Does this mean you’re too good for me too?”

“Ryan, stop,” I plead.

He doesn’t stop. Just drags me along, growing more and more furious. He flings open the door, shoving me into the seat. Then he rounds the vehicle, dropping into the driver’s seat. He buckles in and peels out. I’ve barely got my belt buckled when he turns a corner sharply.

“Slow down,” I hiss. “If my car gets stuck in a ditch, Dad will kill me.”

“Fuck your dad.”

“Ryan, please…”

“What the fuck is your deal, Char? Why are you acting this way?”

My hands shake as I fret over what I need to tell him. A baby. We’re going to have a baby. I can’t help but feel hopeful and happy. Like maybe a baby will make him cut out all the drugs and treat me better. It has to. This baby is something we can love together.

He speeds along down the road, knuckles white from gripping the steering wheel. “Fucking answer me!” He turns his head, glowering at me. “Are you breaking up with me? You can’t do that. I won’t allow it.”

“Calm down,” I whimper. “Slow down. I’m not breaking up with you.” I chew on my bottom lip as a tear streaks down my cheek. “I’m…Ryan, I’m pregnant.”

He tenses.

Calm before the storm.

And then he detonates.

“WHO’S THE FUCKING FATHER?!”

I recoil at his screamed words. “W-What? You!”

He strikes a hand toward me, grabbing a handful of my hair. I shriek when he pulls me toward him, his eyes glowing with rage and his breath smelling of liquor. His mouth opens to speak but then we slam hard into something.

Black.

Black.

Black.

Everything hurts.

Pain.

Oh my God.

So much pain.

“Char, babe,” Ryan grunts out. “I got you.”

I’m being dragged away from my car, the heels of my bare feet scraping across the asphalt. Oh my God. My car. It’s mangled beyond recognition. Everything hurts and my mind is foggy.

“Oww,” I whine. “It hurts.”

“You’re fine,” he croons. “You’re fine. We’re fine. My dad will be here soon. Everything’s going to be all right.”

I start to cry.

Why is he being so nice now?

He’s a cruel, mean bastard.

The last thing I remember is him screaming at me, my hair tangled in his fist. Now he’s stroking my hair and promising me the world.

“Owww.” Tears roll out when another flash of pain slices across my midsection. “It hurts.”

“Ssh,” he says, his teeth chattering. “I have something to help.” His shaking hand appears in front of my face. “Take this.”

I turn my head. “I can’t. It won’t be good for the b—owww!”

The acrid taste of the pill makes me gag. He pushes it back and pinches my nose, forcing me to swallow it. As soon as it’s down, I start to cry harder. He strokes my hair, trying to calm me.

“W-What did we hit?” I ask, shuddering. “Did we hurt someone?”

“That car,” he says, pointing. “You weren’t looking at the road and hit it head-on.”

Bile rises up my esophagus. “I did that?”
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I scream.

Over and over again.

My throat hurts from screaming so much.

Someone is shaking me, trying to wake me.

It’s not a nightmare.

It’s a memory.

The man’s voice should scare me, but it doesn’t. It finds me in the darkness. Comforts me. Begs me to tell him what’s wrong. I cling to him, sobbing.

Light.

I squint against the harsh, bright light, staring in confusion at Terrence standing in the doorway, a baseball bat in his hands. He’s not bloody and dying. He’s alive. Oh my God.

“What the fuck?” Terrence bellows.

“I don’t know, man,” Cal tells him. “I think she had a bad nightmare.”

I shake my head, tears slinging from my jaw. “N-No. I remember. Cal, I remember.”

“Remember what, Charlie girl?”

Terrence approaches, sitting on the foot of the bed, a frown on his poor, broken face. I reach for his hand. He tentatively takes it, his eyes flashing to Cal’s in confusion.

“I wasn’t driving,” I whisper.

Silence.

I sit up on my knees, holding the blanket to my naked chest, so I can look Terrence in the eyes. Cal’s hand strokes down my bare spine, comforting me.

“That night. The accident. Ryan was driving. He…” I choke on my words. “He pulled me out after the crash. Forced me to take a pill.” Tears flood down my cheeks. “It wasn’t me.”

Terrence’s eyes widen and Cal stiffens beside me. It’s a shock to everyone, especially me, but I remember now.

“He hurt you,” I explain tearfully. “And he killed my baby.”

Terrence flinches at my words.

“What baby?” Cal asks, his tone a violent calm.

I turn to him. “Mine.” My bottom lip wobbles. “I was so heartbroken.”

He runs his knuckle down my cheek and kisses my lips. “I’m so fucking sorry, Charlotte.”

Charlotte.

Not parasite or loser.

Not monster or bitch.

The anguish in his eyes makes my heart stutter in my chest. Guilt flickers hot like flames in his green eyes.

“He framed me,” I choke out. “Hurting me wasn’t enough. Killing my baby wasn’t enough. He had to frame the accident to look like I did it. Why?”

Cal swallows and cups my cheeks with his palms, swiping the tears away with his thumbs. “Because he’s a psychopath. We need to tell your dad. The authorities. Your attorney. You got your license revoked and have a misdemeanor on your record. It was all bullshit. That motherfucker…” He cracks his neck and pins me with a hard glare. “He won’t get away with this.”

I hope not.

I want Ryan Cunningham to pay for his sins.
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One week later…

 

I head for Cal’s class early. It feels good to be in a cheerleading uniform again. Orange and white. Hood River in black writing is emblazoned across the chest of the polyester uniform top. Our skirts are a little on the skimpy side, but we wear boycut shorts underneath so we don’t flash the world our lady bits. I’m equal parts nervous and excited for Cal to see me.

This week has been a whirlwind.

For one, Cal has been treating me like I’m a handful of glass that’s been shattered. Like if he holds me too tight, I might break even more. But I won’t. I’m stronger than I was last spring. I know part of it is guilt on his part, but I don’t like it. I prefer my mean boy with his cruel mouth and twisted proclivities.

I’m going to push him back to the dark side where we belong together.

I peek in the classroom, admiring my man as he stares at his laptop, scowling. When he’s in teacher mode, it turns me on. He’s not a bad Hoodlum. He’s a man. A grown-ass man with a grown-ass job. It makes me the delinquent here because I want to encourage him to do bad things.

As if I’m innocent, I prance into the classroom over to my desk without making eye contact with him. I set my bag down on the floor and then bend over to hunt for my phone. The creak of his chair sends a shiver down my spine. Snagging my phone, I stand up straight. Heat burns at my back.

The devil’s come to get you, little girl.

A smile tugs at my lips. “Good morning, Mr. Hutton.”

“Morning, cheerleader,” he growls, his hand gripping my hip. “How in the fuck is this outfit legal?”

I twist around to face him, giving him my fakest cheerleader smile. “It meets the athletic dress code. Ms. Frazier approved.”

He plucks my phone out of my hand and tosses it on my desk with a loud clatter. “You shouldn’t tease your teacher, English.”

I twist my hand around his tie, pulling him toward me. “You have twenty minutes before people will start arriving, sir. Are you going to give me detention for being a tease or are you going to fuck me like the naughty teacher we both know you are?”

“Your fucking mouth,” he rumbles. “If I had more time, I’d punish it.”

I do love to lick his piercings…

“Wipe that smirk off your face, dirty girl.” He nips at my nose. “Bend over my desk. Now. Flip that little skirt up over that sweet ass and show me what’s mine.”

Heat floods through me. This is us. Not the constant, gentle coddling. Him pushing me and testing me. The punishments. The rewards. I need both sides of Cal. The good and the bad. Pretty and ugly.

I pull away and make my way over to the desk. Peeking at him over my shoulder, I lift my skirt up, revealing my shorts.

“Not good enough, Charlie girl. I want to see that pretty ass. Maybe even give you a good little smack for being a smartass and denying me what I want to see.” His green eyes are liquid lust as he prowls my way.

I pull my shorts and panties down, letting them drop to my ankles. Pressing my palms to his desk, I bend over and push my ass out.

“Like this, Mr. Hutton?”

“Fuck,” he groans. “Just for that, I’m not closing the door. Maybe your little boyfriend, Wes, will see. The pervert needs the reminder of who you belong to.”

My blood heats at the prospect of him fucking me with the door open. “You could get fired.”

He laughs. My evil, villainous man laughs. “I’ll tell Karen to get fucked if she tries to fire me. I’m the best damn Pre-Calculus teacher she’s ever had. So what if I want to fuck my favorite student? You’re her niece. She’ll get over it.”

“You might get fired because I’m her niece,” I taunt.

He smacks my ass. “Stop mouthing me, loser.”

Why does he have to be so hot when he gets mean?

“Grown-ass man fucking his teenage student? Who’s the real loser here?”

When he smacks me this time, it burns. “Keep talking, English.” He pats my thigh. “Step out of those shorts and spread your legs. I want to see just how wet your disobedience makes you.”

I kick the offending clothing away and spread my legs apart. His large hand slides down my ass crack, bypassing my hole, and then dips into my pussy.

“Soaked. I fucking knew it.”

I groan as he strokes me, pressing against my G-spot. In a short time, he’s learned exactly how to play my body in ways that drive me deliciously insane. He brings me right to the brink of ecstasy before he removes his finger.

“Asshole,” I grumble.

Smack!

“Are you going to fuck me or just tease me until the whole class witnesses you defiling me?”

I love poking this bear.

“Hush, Charlie girl. I’m going to fuck you so hard you won’t be able to do all that fancy shit tonight at the game. Sorry about your career as a cheerleader. Your teacher’s big, pierced dick ruined you.”

He unfastens his pants and then the head of his cock slides against my slick opening. With no warning, he drives into me, stretching me to the max. I cry out, unable to hold in the sounds escaping me.

“Cal,” I moan. “Oh God.”

His hips thrust hard against me, hitting me so deep I think I’ll be bruised. “The devil’s taking you now, cheerleader. God’s on a smoke break.”

He reaches around my hip to pinch at my clit. I clench around him, shocked at the sudden pain mixed with pleasure. His fingers wrap around my ponytail and he pulls my head back, lifting me up to where my fingertips are barely holding on to the desk to steady me. He’s relentless as he fucks me. The ruthless pinching of my clit has me exploding with pleasure long before he does. A million stars glitter around me, dancing with the ragged sounds of pleasure rasping from me.

“As much as I’d love my cum to run down your thighs in class, I’m not sure I can handle it without sending those fuckers home so I can take you again. So be a good girl, cheerleader, and suck me off.”

He pulls out of me and then steps back. I shakily stand up. His expression is unreadable as he tracks me with his intense green eyes. I kneel on the floor, wincing at the soreness between my thighs, and grip his wet dick. With a smile, I admire his piercings that no other girl will ever see again. Playfully, I lick his crown, slightly turned on by the taste of myself on him. His dick is smeared with my arousal and it’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.

“Keep staring at it and it’s going to get a complex,” he grumbles. “Put the big dick in your big mouth.”

I give him an exaggerated thumbs-up. Before he can get pissed, I slide my lips down along his length. My teeth clink against his piercings. Based on the guttural groan that rumbles from him, I’d say he likes that.

His hand grips onto my ponytail again as his hips start thrusting, urging me to take him deeper. Cal is a huge fan of blowjobs. Lucky for him, I love giving them to him. It’s empowering to see the hardass Hoodlum lose control.

A queen can rule her king from her knees.

This one certainly does.

“Fuck, Charlie girl, you’re gonna be the death of me.”

Salty cum bursts over my tongue, shooting toward the back of my throat. No warning. I love it. Hollowing my cheeks, I suck him like I need his release for nourishment. I swallow him down and then pop off his dick so I can flash him my signature cheerleader smile.

His gaze bores into me. I expect a smartass response or teasing. Instead, he caresses my cheek with surprising tenderness. “Get any more perfect and I’m going to have to work extra hard to ruin you.”

He steps away to stuff his wet dick back into his slacks. I stand up and shakily redress. His eyes remain fixed on my lips, so I lick them. He pounces, his hand around my throat in a possessive, gentle hold.

“Mine,” he growls before he kisses me like he wants my soul.

All-consuming. Ravenous. Desperate.

And he says I’m the parasite…

He can have my soul.

He can have my everything.
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Cal

One month later…

 

“Jordy is such a pussy,” I complain. “It’s just a bachelor party. It’s not like we were going to make him fuck strippers and send incriminating evidence to Little Hoodlum. I swear to God that dude has been pussywhipped by her since way before she was legal.”

Tierra laughs from beside me. “I think it’s romantic.”

“You would,” Terrence says, shooting her an annoyed look.

They get into another heated discussion about the reason Tierra left Rockford. Terrence was pissed when he found out what happened. He wanted me to help him kill the guy she sent nudes to—his uncle’s coworker. Tierra told him to drop it. Of course Terrence will do nothing of the sort. He’s only getting started. My boy woke up from a coma to learn that his cousin was involved in a scandal with an old man that resulted in a bully shitstorm. Hell yeah he’s pissed.

“Is your girl limber in bed?” Terrence asks, ignoring Tierra’s yapping to point onto the football field. “I mean, fuck. She can do the splits.”

“Gross, T. You’re fucking nasty. I’m right here. Don’t talk about Cal and Charlotte’s sex life in front of me,” Tierra grumbles, swatting at her cousin.

I laugh at their antics. “Charlotte has many talents, all of which are for me to know and you to never find out, man.”

Terrence pretends to pout. It’s good to have him back. He still hurts and battles with some depression, but I think he’s going to be okay.

“Oh, look,” a familiar voice chirps. “It’s Tweedle Dee, Tweedle Dumbfuck, and Smash.”

“Don’t call me Smash,” Terrence says, shooting her the bird.

Penny grins at him. “Sorry. I forgot you prefer when I call you Roadkill.”

“If he’s Smash,” I say, frowning at Penny. “Which one of us is Tweedle Dumbfuck?”

“If you have to ask, you already have your answer.” Penny plops down beside Tierra. “Fucked any old dudes lately?”

At least she dishes out her insults in an even manner.

Little adorable bitch.

Tierra smacks her thigh. “You’re such a psycho.”

“Love you too,” Penny says. “I had to get away from Dad and Jace.” She cringes. “I think they’re besties now. That’s weird, right?”

“Considering how completely opposite they are, yes,” I agree. “But look at the rat and Roan.”

“They’re not those kind of besties,” Penny assures me, “though it’d be a royally fucked up dynamic to the family tree. Unfortunately, they’re the normal kind of besties. Kind of like you two idiots. Always finishing each other’s sentences. Doing the whole ride or die thing. Checking out chicks together. Should I make them matching friendship bracelets?”

“Jace is so hot,” Tierra says. “I’d go gay for him if I were your dad.”

“My dad won’t ever go there. Trust me. It’s super gross, though, to watch them get dressed up to go pick up chicks. Jace thinks it’s his sole mission in life to find Dad a girlfriend,” Penny reveals. “Dad’s still hung up on Mom.”

“Tell your daddy if he needs a more capable wingman, I’ll help,” Tierra offers.

“No,” both Terrence and I say at once.

“I agree with the idiots,” Penny says. “You might accidentally offer yourself up instead.”

“A Jace and Garrett sandwich,” Tierra says with a smirk. “I’m into it.”

Penny pretends to gag. “Subject change. Who’s going to embarrass themselves at the wedding tomorrow with their speeches? My bet is on Roadkill.”

“Fuck off, brat,” Terrence grumbles. “My speech is amazing.”

I chuckle, my eyes finding Charlotte once again as she shakes her orange poms in the air. I wonder if I can get her to bring them by the cabin later and do some naked cheers while she rides my dick.

“Oh shit,” Penny grits out. “Douchebag, twelve o’clock.”

I follow her pointed finger to a guy on the sidelines. Right in front of my fucking girl. I’d recognize that fucker from anywhere.

“Cuntingham,” I growl, rising to my feet.

“No way,” Terrence snarls. “Let’s kill him.”

When Charlotte told us about what really happened a while back, I thought that asshole would get some sort of punishment. Samantha quickly informed us that because of how they found her and the drugs in her system, it’d be impossible to prove otherwise. Regardless, she took Charlotte’s testimony of that night and took the appropriate actions. Yet, once again, this guy gets away with whatever the fuck he wants because her account of what happened isn’t enough.

“Don’t get a black eye before the wedding,” Penny calls out as Terrence and I charge down the bleachers.

We make it halfway down when the buzzer blares. The game is over. And fuck my life, everyone decides to bail all at once. T and I start pushing past people. My eyes are on Charlotte. Cuntingham walks right up to her and starts speaking to her. Whatever he says makes her shudder.

Oh, fuck no.

“Get out of the fucking way,” I snarl, pushing past a group of laughing people.

I’m almost to the bottom when a big, tattooed psycho jumps off the bleachers onto the field. Thank fuck. Jace stalks toward them, his body tense and poised for a fight. Surprisingly, Garrett follows after him, equally as coiled with anger. Jace or her dad must call out to her because she and Ryan both turn to look at them.

The pussy bolts.

I hop over the railing and rush past Jace and Garrett, scooping up my beautiful cheerleader. She smells like sweat and her sweet girly perfume. I inhale her before I set her to her feet.

“What did that motherfucker say to you?” I demand, pinning her with a worried stare.

Terrence, Jace, and Garrett crowd around us.

“He was pissed,” she says, trembling. “He said I was trying to ruin his life by filing the police report about the attempted rape and telling them about him driving the night of the accident.”

“He can be pissed all he wants,” Garrett snaps, pulling her to him for a hug. “You’re safe, sweetheart.”

She forces that fake-ass smile of hers.

I scrub my palm down over my face. “He wasn’t just pissed, was he?”

Her body deflates as she shakes her head.

“What did he say?” I demand, grabbing her hand.

“That I’m his. I’ll always be his. One day, he’ll be back to collect me, and when he does, he’ll make sure I pay for every single thing I did to him.” Her eyes water. “I hate him.”

“I know, Charlie girl. I do too.” I squeeze her hand. “You’re mine, though. Don’t forget it.”

[image: ]

It’s mostly cleared out now as Terrence and I wait for Charlotte to finish up with her meeting after the game with Coach Jenner. Penny and Tierra took off to grab dinner with Jace and Garrett. I told Terrence to go with them, but he thinks Ryan might show up and I might need some backup.

If I get my hands on Ryan, I won’t need backup.

It’ll take everything in me not to bash his fucking skull in.

“Hi, Mr. Hutton,” Heidi says, waving to me as she passes. “Looking hot tonight.”

I roll my eyes, not bothering to acknowledge her.

“The bitches really are hot for the whole teacher gig,” Terrence says with a laugh. “Here I thought you were fucking lying.”

“You ignored my ass that day at the hospital but heard every word,” I complain. “You know I don’t lie about my magical dick powers.”

Charlotte bounces over to us at the end of that statement. “I can attest to these magical dick powers.”

I grip her jaw and pull her to me for a claiming kiss. “Hell yeah you can.”

“Is that…” Terrence curses. “That’s Moaning Lisa’s dad. I’ll be right back.”

He trots, limping slightly—something I hadn’t noticed until now—off toward Jack Henderson, who’s walking with an older woman and a child.

“What’s up with that?” Charlotte asks, taking my hand as we walk.

“Probably wants to ask about Jack’s stepdaughter Lacey.” I shrug. “They fucked the summer before our senior year and then she moved. Slept with my boy and left. He pined over her for the longest ass time until he gave up. Kind of a bitch move if you ask me.”

Terrence fists his hands, his only warning that he might hit that dude.

“Shit,” I hiss out, letting go of Charlotte’s hand to run over to back up my best friend.

By the time I approach, the woman and child have walked off, leaving Jack to face off with Terrence. It’s no match considering Terrence towers over Jack.

“Tell her to call me,” Terrence barks out.

“Sure,” Jack grinds out. “I’ll pass on the message.”

Jack turns on his heel and storms away. Terrence starts after him, but I yank at the back of his shirt.

“Don’t,” I warn. “You’ll get yourself in trouble.”

“I think she owes me an explanation,” Terrence spits out. “They leave for years and finally show back up like they weren’t ever gone? I just want to talk to her. To know why she left so abruptly.” He rubs at the back of his neck, glaring after Jack’s disappearing form. “That asshole wouldn’t talk to me at first, but when he sent his family to the car, he finally spoke up to tell me to get fucking lost. What the hell did I do?”

Charlotte hooks her arm in mine. “Some people are just dicks,” she offers. “Now that she’s back, maybe you can seek her out and talk to her. When that asshole’s not around.”

Terrence remains tense. “He’s sketchy as fuck.”

“I agree. Dad knows him, though, T. So does Jace. Maybe we can get some information out of one of them.”

We walk back to my truck in silence as Terrence stews. He climbs into the back seat as I open the door for Charlotte. I grab her sexy ass and toss her into the truck like I know she loves.

“You just wanted to see up my skirt,” she teases.

“I already know what’s up that skirt.” I give her thigh a squeeze. “And later I’m going to be doing a helluva lot more than look at what’s under it.”
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Charlotte

 

Oh my God.

I can’t do this without crying.

“Don’t start,” Roux pleads. “I’m already a mess today. If you start bawling, I’m going to ruin all this hard work.”

Biting on my bottom lip to keep from crying, I nod quickly. I can’t speak yet, though. I’ll definitely cry.

Roux is the most beautiful bride I have ever seen.

Her simple, white, floor-length dress has a scooped neck that reveals her rose gold Little Hoodlum necklace. The dress cinches beneath her breasts and flares out, showing off her growing stomach. The beads are muted and understated, somehow bringing the focus back to the bride herself. I’ve done up her makeup to be striking for the day, highlighting her brilliant amber eyes since she’s chosen to wear contacts for the wedding, but still soft and natural. Jordy is going to melt when he sees her. Even her hair is perfect, pulled back in a loose bun with dark tendrils falling around her made-up face.

“You’re so beautiful,” I manage to croak out. “Jordy is lucky to have you.”

She grins. “I can’t believe I’m marrying that Hoodlum.”

“Only been secretly waiting for this day since you were like five?” I tease.

“Maybe.”

I pull her to me, hugging her neck. “Thank you for letting me be your maid of honor. Even after…”

“Hush,” she chides. “You were always my best friend, even when you didn’t think you were.”

I pull back and wave at my eyes to keep from crying. “How did your dad take it?”

“Surprisingly well. Supportive. I’d braced myself for him to be upset, but he wasn’t.”

Thank God.

I’ll have to make dinner for Jace one day as a reward. If he’d balked at Roux’s wishes to have Roan walk her down the aisle instead of her father, I’m not sure how she would have handled the guilt of having to tell him no.

“They’re playing creepy violins,” Penny says, popping her head in the bedroom. “Scared all the ducks away.”

“It’s wedding music. Beautiful. Not creepy,” I tell my sister.

“Try telling the ducks that,” she deadpans.

Roux laughs. “The ducks are probably scared of the Hoodlums.”

“Especially the ugly one,” Penny says. “I told him he should go as himself for Halloween for extra treats.”

“You’re such a bitch,” I say, swatting at her. “Also, when the hell did you grow boobs?”

Penny flips me off. “About five seconds before you did.”

“Seriously. Why don’t you show off your assets more? You might actually get a boyfriend,” I tell her. “Right now, I think all the boys are confused into thinking you’re really a guy under all that attitude.”

“Not having this conversation,” Penny gripes, turning on her heel to leave.

I wasn’t lying. Penny cleans up well. She’s wearing a matching dress to mine—pale peach—that hugs all her athletic curves. Who knew she had such a bangin’ ass?

“You ready?” I ask, handing Roux the bouquet Mom and Aunt Karen made for her with fresh flowers.

“So ready.”

I snatch up my bouquet and hook my arm with Roux’s. Together, we make our way through Mike’s house to the back door. As soon as we step onto the porch, Roan is waiting. My brother-in-law is incredibly handsome in his suit, though he looks completely uncomfortable having to wear it. When he sees his sister, he freezes, then he shakes his head, his jaw clenching furiously.

“Ready to pass the torch?” I tease.

He ignores me, stalking right up to his sister. “Dammit, Roux.”

“I’m going to be okay, big bro,” Roux assures him. “You made sure of that.”

Roan rubs at his eyes, his shoulders hunching. “This feels big. Too big. I…”

“Jordy is going to take care of me,” she assures him. “It’s okay.”

He yanks her to him, squeezing her in his arms. His shoulders tremble. Oh no. I could barely take Roux crying. But Roan? My makeup is destined to be ruined today. They whisper back and forth for the longest time, sniffling and laughing. I should leave and allow them their moment, but they’re blocking my escape. Finally, Roan pulls away and kisses his sister on the forehead.

“Tell Jordy I cried and I’ll send Sebban with you on your honeymoon,” Roan threatens.

Roux laughs. “Your secret is safe with me.”

I walk over to her and fix the slight smudge of mascara under her eye. “Get out there and marry that boy who’s crazy about you.”

I give her a kiss and then plant one on Roan’s cheek before walking around the house toward the pond. When Jordy and Roux were looking at places to get married, they decided on the pond at Mike’s house. Since her bedroom overlooked that pond for a few years, she said it felt like home and a place she wanted more good memories of.

The group is small—all close friends and family. Mom sits on the first row with Mike’s arm possessively around her. Hollis sits between Kelsey and Garrett with Sebban in his lap. Jace sits next to Garrett, close to the aisle. Everyone is dressed so nicely. My heart hurts a little because the moment is perfect, exactly what the bride and groom deserve.

Oh, the groom.

He looks pissed.

A hard, jaded scowl on his face.

I’ve known Jordy long enough, though, to know it’s a look of determination. He’s going to marry that girl and love her until his dying breath. The wedding is all for show. He already made the vow in his heart and will never break it. He’ll be the best husband and father to their little girl growing inside her.

He stands at the arch—another bad boy uncomfortable in a suit—beside the preacher. Cal, Penny, and Terrence linger toward the back. My gaze catches Cal’s and I smile. His green eyes drink up my approaching form.

“Always trying to kill me, English.” He pins me with a hot glare. “I cannot wait to rid you of this dress later.”

I laugh as I take his elbow. “There are children present.”

“Sorry, Penny,” Cal deadpans.

She elbows him. “Fucker.”

“Go,” I tell her. “Both of you.”

Terrence has the unlucky task of escorting Penny down the aisle.

“Quick, close your eyes,” she whispers to him. “Maybe they won’t see you.”

He snorts. “You’re such a mean bitch.”

They start down the aisle. As soon as they reach the end, Cal and I retrace their footsteps. Cal slaps Jordy on the shoulder and gives it a squeeze once we part ways and stand on opposite sides. It grows eerily quiet—thanks to the disappearing ducks—as we wait for the bride. The song switches and the familiar medley of piano and violins lets us know it’s time. Everyone stands and turns to look.

As soon as Roux and Roan round the corner, Jordy curses under his breath.

It makes me grin because I know he’s blown over by how beautiful she is. Her eyes are locked on her husband-to-be as Roan walks her toward us. Roan can barely keep his shit together because his face keeps pinching like he’s in pain. I guess letting go of the little girl you practically raised will do that to you. When they reach the end of the aisle, Jace stands and kisses Roux and then Roan, telling them how proud he is of them.

“Who gives this woman to this man?” the preacher asks.

“Her brother does,” Roan says, pride in his gruff voice. “And that man better be good to her or I’ll whip his ass.”

Everyone chuckles as Roan reluctantly lets go of her to stand beside Cal. Jordy crowds Roux, his hand holding hers and the other cradling her stomach. My heart leaps in my chest. He looks at her like they’re the only two people in the world. Everything blurs as the tears shamelessly fall. The vows are recited. The rings are exchanged. I’m an emotional wreck as I watch my best friend promise her life to the man in front of her.

“You may kiss your bride, Mr. Martinez,” the preacher says with a smile.

Jordy’s big hands cradle Roux’s face and he presses the sweetest, most delicate kiss to her lips. “Love you, Little Hoodlum.”

She smiles. “Love you too.”

The second kiss they share is a little more sinful.

When the preacher pronounces them husband and wife, everyone cheers and claps. I can’t believe she’s married. My best friend is married and will be a momma very soon. A pang of sadness twists at my gut, but I force it away, not allowing my sadness to creep in and take away from this day.

“You okay, Charlie girl?” Cal asks, wrapping his arms around me from behind and kissing the top of my head.

“I will be. You, on the other hand, have some explaining to do in three, two, one…”

“Cal Hutton,” Aunt Karen admonishes. “Not happening under my nose. You are a teacher and she is a student. I will not sit by and watch this behavior.”

He groans as he releases me. “Is that permission to do it behind your back, Ms. Frazier?”

“Keep it up,” Aunt Karen warns.

“Are you going to fire me?” he taunts because he’s a mouthy-ass mean boy who loves to push buttons and question authority.

“No, Cal, I’m going to put you to work. I’m pretty sure my attic could use a good cleaning.”

“You’re a hardass, lady,” he gripes. “Fine. I’ll leave your precious niece alone.”

He shoots me a devilish grin that says he’ll do everything but that.
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I’m content and tipsy. My feet hurt from dancing all night, but my heart is full. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Roux smile so much. Jordy stays glued to her side, kissing her any time he can. They’re so sweet.

“Aww, does the princess need a prince to come and sweep her off her feet?” Cal teases as he swats at my ass.

“I’m no princess,” I say, leaning into him.

“Oh yeah? What are you?”

“I’m a Hoodlum, Hoodlum.”

“Damn straight.”

He pulls me to a dark corner of the yard, away from the twinkling lights, to kiss me until I’m dizzy. “A Hoodlum can still sweep a girl off her feet,” he murmurs against my mouth. “A Hoodlum can still be romantic.”

I let out a shriek when he scoops me in his arms and starts for Roan and Hollis’s garage apartment. We make it to the stairs, but Cal stops abruptly.

“What? What is it?” I ask, craning my neck to see what has him stopped.

“Can I help you?” Cal demands, slowly setting me to my feet.

“Just came to see Charlotte,” a familiar, deep voice mutters.

“Loden!” I rush over to him, throwing my arms around his neck. “What are you doing here? Are you okay?”

“I’m okay now, baby.”

I expect Cal to explode, but he remains quiet. I give Loden another squeeze before pulling away.

“Loden, this is Cal, my—”

“Boyfriend,” Cal interjects. “Her extremely possessive boyfriend. So help me you better still be gay because I’m seconds from giving you a black eye for calling my fucking girl baby.”

Lo barks out a laugh. “Still love dick, man. Speaking of, I hear yours is pierced. Can I see?”

I smack Loden’s arm. “Stop, brat.”

“I had to try, baby,” Lo taunts. Then, to Cal, he offers his hand. “Don’t worry. Vaginas are sweaty and gross. Charlotte just gets me. I don’t have many people who do.”

The vulnerability in his voice has worry niggling at me. Cal shakes Loden’s hand and then tugs me back over to him.

“I’m going to go steal a dance with Roux to see if I can get Jordy to lose his shit,” Cal says, kissing the top of my head. “Come find me when you’re done.”

I gape at my boyfriend as he saunters away, looking all too yummy in his suit.

“You have it so bad for him,” Loden states. “I don’t blame you. He’s fucking hot.”

Turning back toward him, I frown. “What’s going on? Under all those jokes, you’re upset. What happened?”

He walks over to the steps and sits down. “I told the label I quit.”

“What?” I rush over to him and sit next to him. “Why? Can you even do that?”

A ragged sigh escapes him as his tattooed hands cover his face. He shrugs. “I don’t know. Everyone’s pissed at me. The band, the record label, the band manager, Dad.”

“What about Mena?”

He moves his hands and looks my way. “She told me to come here.”

Smart girl.

“Let’s be logical about this,” I say, clutching his knee. “What happens if you quit? Do you want to quit? Really?”

“I’ll be in breach of contract, which will really fucking suck.” He buries his face in his hands again. “I’ll owe them a shit ton of money.”

“But…”

“But, I’ll be free.”

“I wasn’t chained to a label, but I was chained to something else,” I say slowly, “and breaking free of that very thing I hated was the turning point in my life.”

“I hate my life,” he whispers, his voice breaking. “So fucking much.”

“What about your music?”

“I’ll always have music. Music is my only friend when I’m alone at night, overwhelmed by life.”

“What makes you not feel so overwhelmed?”

He throws a hand up in the air. “This place. It’s quiet. No one knows me. I can just be me and fucking breathe, baby. I need to breathe.”

I lean my head against his shoulder. “Then do it. I’ll be here. We’ll figure it out together.”

We remain quiet for a while, listening to the sounds of the reception not far away. They’ve been failing miserably at karaoke for a while now. The music stops and a loud voice booms over the speaker.

“Five minutes, English, and I’m coming for you.”

Loden laughs. “Guess we know whose wedding will be next.”

“Stop,” I say, swatting at him.

“We should make out and see if he’ll join.”

“Try it and I’ll rip your tongue out,” Cal states, sauntering over to us, the moonlight illuminating his devious features.

“Five minutes, huh?” I tease, holding out my hand to him. “More like five seconds.”

“I’m a liar, loser. You know this.” He tugs me into his arms and kisses me hard. “Besides, I couldn’t wait five more minutes to kiss your pretty mouth.”

“An insult wrapped in romance,” Loden says, laughing. “You really know how to choose ’em, Charlotte.”

“I chose you for a friend,” I argue.

“Like I said, baby. You really know how to choose ’em.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

Cal

 

I drum my fingers on my desk, glaring at the clock on the wall in my classroom. Ten minutes late. Not usual for Charlotte. I’m packed and ready to go, so I pull my messenger bag up over my shoulder so I can go look for her. After I lock up the classroom, I head toward the English wing.

On the way there, I try to remember what it is Mom wanted me to get from the store for Thanksgiving. Time has flown by since Jordy and Little Hoodlum’s wedding last month. Charlotte has eaten up most of that time. Having a girlfriend is distracting from life. All I want to do is spend every waking minute between her thighs, kissing her until she’s begging for a whole lot more.

That is, when her annoying friend isn’t stealing her away from me.

I try not to pout when I think of Loden. He’s okay, I guess. Charlotte told me a little about him. How he’s a famous guitarist who hates the publicity and pressure. They met in rehab because he flew off the rails and took out a rich bitch shop in Hollywood or some shit. For some reason, they need each other. And because she needs him in some capacity, I try to reel in my jealousy. Not to mention the fact he’s gay.

Again, having a girlfriend is hard.

Fucking worth it, though.

Her smiles. Her sassy attitude. The dark, starved look in her needy blue eyes whenever she licks the tip of my cock. Totally worth it.

I guess I can understand Roan and Jordy now. The way they easily put all their focus into the ones they love.

Love.

Do I even know what the fuck that shit is?

Apparently so. I’ve never felt this soul-crushing need to be someone’s everything before. With Charlotte, I want to follow her around, picking up any pieces of herself she drops or loses so I can glue her the fuck back together. I want to stand in front of her and slay all the goddamn dragons. I want to carry the little princess up to my tower and ravish her until The motherfucking End. Love is fairytale shit, and I finally get it.

My girl flies out of the classroom, her head down and her ass on fire, as she texts rapidly. I feel the buzz in my pocket, making me smile. She nearly crashes into me, not paying attention. A surprised, slightly terrified shriek escapes her.

“Hey, Charlie girl,” I say, sliding my fingers into her hair and tilting her head up. “Going somewhere in a hurry?”

Fear.

Anger.

Worry.

The blast of emotions flickering at me is confusing. I press a soft kiss to her lips and then frown. Ryan hasn’t tried to mess with her since that night at the football game right before the wedding. I’m worried he’s up to some shit again.

“You okay?”

A shudder ripples through her. “Yep.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing I couldn’t handle,” she bites out.

Anger surges through me. This is the problem with girlfriends. They also piss you off too. Charlotte is independent—something that simultaneously turns me on and annoys the fuck out of me.

“I can’t help you if you don’t let me,” I grind out, glowering at her.

“Trust me,” she murmurs. “I handled it.”

A door slams shut, making Charlotte jump. I dart my eyes to find Wes locking his classroom, his back to us. When he turns, he reveals his face.

Red. Angry. Slashes.

His eyes meet mine. For one second, they’re burning with rage, but then terror gleams in them.

I start past Charlotte, ready to beat his ass, but she digs those lethal claws into my bicep, holding me back. The pussy predator scampers off, disappearing around a corner.

“What did he do?” I snarl, snapping my attention back to Charlotte.

She closes her eyes. “What is it about me?”

Gripping her jaw, I tilt her head up. “Look at me, English.”

Defeated blue eyes part open.

“You’re gorgeous. Sweet. Fucking smart as hell. Athletic. These pieces of shit want a piece of wonderful in their world and will go to great lengths to obtain it.” I peck her lips. “But they don’t deserve you. Hell, I don’t deserve you. But unlike them, I want to take care of you and pleasure you and fucking spoil you. Don’t let a few bad apples taint your view of the world or yourself. You’re perfect. You’re mine.”

She smiles and then it fades. “What happened with him and Roux?”

“Did you ask Roux?”

“I keep getting the brush-off. Something happened. And…” She frowns. “I think I have a pretty good idea.”

“What did he do?” I demand, trying and failing to keep my voice level and calm.

“He’s been asking me to read his poems. Trying to get me to go have coffee with him. Flirting. Making comments about my social media.”

My blood boils. Fucking stalker.

“I’ve been pretty good at blowing him off,” she says. “Usually, I’m in a rush for cheer practice or to come see you. Today, though, he stopped me before I had a chance to leave. He said he wanted to talk about my grades.”

If I’d known she’d spent those last ten minutes alone with him, I would’ve run my ass down here to break his nose for even looking at her.

“He shut the door,” she murmurs. “I got a gross feeling. He was looking at me like he was going to do something. He got closer and closer. I felt trapped.”

I’m going to make this motherfucker go down.

“He tried to kiss me. Like he had that right.” Her blue eyes flare with anger. “All I could think about was Ryan and the way he forced himself on me. So, rather than panicking, I fought. I scratched his face and he quickly stumbled away.”

“And then?”

“I told him if he touched me again I’d send every Hoodlum in Hood River, my dad, his ex-convict best friend, and my psychotic boyfriend to take turns breaking the bones in his body.”

I snort out a laugh. “Oh, beautiful, you’ve been hanging out with me and T too much.”

“It worked,” she sasses. “He looked terrified. Then I ran into you.”

Pulling my phone from my pocket, I read the text she sent.

Charlie Girl: Wes tried to kiss me. I clawed him and threatened major bodily harm.

“Good girl,” I praise. “Next time I see him, I’m going to deck him again.”

“Again?”

“Let’s just say this isn’t the first time this fucker has tried to hurt one of you Hoodlum girls.”

“Roux…” Her blue eyes flash with worry. “Is she…did he…”

“She’s fine. I stopped what he planned. Roux doesn’t want Roan or Jordy to know. If they do, they’ll kill him and wind up in prison. Can you keep a secret, loser?”

She smirks. “I can. I find you oddly calm, though. What are you planning, Mr. Hutton?”

“Revenge,” I state simply. “The kind that takes a little time and research, but tastes sweet in the end. Speaking of sweet. Mom wants us to pick up some stuff for Thanksgiving on Thursday. Your dad and Penny still coming?”

“Yeah. Thanksgiving will be different this year not spending it with Mom, but now that Dad is dating Elise, it’ll be weird for him to show up at Aunt Karen’s.”

“Oh great. Elise is coming?”

“Unfortunately. Will your parents be okay with that?”

“Mom is nice to everyone, but Elise isn’t known in this town for having the best reputation. Her dad once tried to sue mine over his campground. As soon as Dad finds out her last name, I can’t promise he’ll be welcoming.”

“I’ll warn my dad,” she assures me. “Maybe he’ll leave her at home. She’s like the cheaper, bitchy version of my mom. Same hair. Same height. Same body build. I’m embarrassed for Dad. I don’t think he even sees it.”

“Some friend Jace is.”

She laughs. “This didn’t happen on Jace’s watch when they went out. Dad met Elise at the country club when he was playing golf with the mayor. Jace says she’s an uppity bitch with whore tendencies.”

“And what did Garrett have to say about that?” I ask, amused at Jace’s bluntness.

“That at least he’s getting laid.”

“Fucking burn.”

“Yeah, so that’s gross. Let’s talk about something other than Dad’s love life.”

While Charlotte chatters on about her grades, I think about something more pressing. Wes. He tried to kiss my fucking girl. As soon as I send this girl home, I’m going to seek out Terrence and we’re going to pay that fucker a visit.
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“Can we just beat him to death?” Terrence whispers. “It’d be much easier.”

“And have him coming out looking like an innocent victim? Fuck him. We’re doing it my way,” I grunt out. “Give me a boost.”

He sets his baseball bat down beside mine in the flower bed. I’ve managed to find the only window not locked at Wes’s house. It just so happens to be the one above the kitchen sink, which is too high to climb in by myself. I push the window up and then Terrence hoists me up. It takes some maneuvering to get myself through the window and not make noise, but eventually, I crawl through. I land quietly on my feet and then let Terrence in through the back door.

He holds our bats while I fish out my phone, looking for the flashlight. His kitchen is clean, as is the living room. Evil men hide their secrets, so I head straight for the room I know is his office. We slip inside and I make my way over to the desk. It’s locked, so I have to use my new pocketknife—thanks Zayne—to jimmy it open. Once I pull out the drawer, I find stacks of printed pictures. Of girls in his class from his desk, obviously discreetly taken. I come across a bunch of Roux that boils my blood.

“Fucking sicko,” Terrence growls.

There are plenty of Charlotte, which has me pissed as fuck.

At the bottom of the stack are pictures of some girls I’ve seen around school. Freshmen. There are naked pictures of some of them that he obviously took. Even a few sexual acts.

I snag the handful up and stalk toward his bedroom where the door is shut. The urge to beat the fuck out of him is strong. Moans resound from the other side of the door. Slowly, I twist the knob and push open the door.

Flipping my camera to record, I point it toward the bed and then hit the lights on.

“What the fuck?” Wes bellows, rolling away from the girl he’s fucking.

Sure enough, one of the girls from the stack of pictures—a fucking freshman—is sprawled out on the bed, eyes wide with shock.

“It was consensual,” Wes blurts out. “She consented. Right, Brylee?”

Brylee nods, fear in her eyes. She thinks she’s in trouble.

“How old are you, Brylee?” I bark out, my eyes trained on Wes, who stands there naked and dick wet.

“Almost fifteen. But I wanted it,” she assures me. “Don’t get Mr. Ewing in trouble.”

Mr. Ewing.

Wes starts to grab his sweats up, but I shake my head.

“Don’t. I want you to walk the fuck back and sit on the floor in the corner,” I command. “Do it or you’ll fucking regret it.” I toss the pictures into the room. They flutter all over the bed and floor. “Get dressed, Brylee, and then go sit with Terrence until the cops get here.”

Terrence leaves my side and soon I can hear his voice as he speaks to someone over the phone. Wes buries his face in his hands as Brylee scrambles to dress. My camera is zoomed in on Wes.

“Admit you’re a sick, perverted fuck,” I growl. “Admit it.”

Wes scowls at me. The fact he still bears Charlotte’s defensive wounds makes me want to rip his eyeballs out.

“Admit it. You’re fucking busted, so you may as well admit it. I know your computer is filled with sick shit. I have video of you whacking off to little girls. You’ve been caught in the fucking act, man.”

“You’re not the police,” Wes snaps. “None of this will be admissible in court. You can’t just barge in like a fucking vigilante.”

“I did. They can’t ignore this shit. You’re a predator.”

“Let me get dressed, man.”

“Admit it and then you can have your clothes.”

“Fuck you.”

“Fine. Sit there with your tiny-ass dick and wait for the cops. I don’t care.”

“Fine,” he roars, throwing his hand up in the air. “I like Brylee. We’re seeing each other. I didn’t fucking rape her.”

“No, but you’ve tried to rape others.” I pin him with a hateful look. “Where’d you get those scratches?”

“None of your business.”

“It is my business, asshole, because my fucking girl gave them to you when you tried to force yourself on her.”

“So it’s okay for you to fuck your student, but not me.”

“She’s a goddamn adult. How old is Brylee again? That’s right. She just fucking hit puberty. You sicken me, little bitch.”

Wes rages and curses me out for the first few minutes. Eventually, he starts begging. Then crying. He’s a mess by the time Captain Fitzgerald and a few other men arrive.

“They broke in and started threatening me,” Wes cries out the moment Captain Fitzgerald steps into the room. “He wouldn’t even let me get dressed!”

I keep my phone recording because I don’t trust this guy. I’ll blast this shit all over the fucking world if I have to. This may not be admissible in court as evidence, but I can sure as hell ruin his life over it.

“What’s going on?” Fitzgerald asks, his voice calm.

“Wes over there likes little girls,” I explain. “He’s hurt two of my friends. There is sick shit on his computer and take a look at all those pictures.”

Wes starts to cry again. “Please…”

Fitzgerald picks up Wes’s sweats and tosses them at him. “Put these on, Ewing.” Then, he squats to look at the pictures, growing quiet.

“What’s going on here?” Michael Cunningham grinds out from behind me. “These two broke in and threatened Mr. Ewing? I’ve been itching for a reason to haul in Hutton. Looks like it’s my lucky day.”

I’m about to tell him to get fucked when Fitzgerald snaps his head up, a fiery glare in his eyes. “Enough.”

Michael takes a threatening step toward me. “This vigilante justice doesn’t fly, Captain, and you know it.”

“In this case, it’s warranted,” Fitzgerald barks out, thrusting a picture at Michael.

Michael shrugs. “Doesn’t mean Hutton’s not in the wrong too. I’m going to arrest—”

“You’re not going to do anything,” Fitzgerald snaps. “You’re already on thin ice, Cunningham. Remember your place.” He points at Wes. “Read him his rights. Cuff him.”

Michael’s face turns purple, but he obeys his commanding officer. Fitzgerald takes another hard look at the picture. I expect it to be one of the naked ones. It’s not, though. It’s Little Hoodlum. It’s one of the milder photos. But she’s not in a classroom. She’s in a bookstore or something, reading an iPad. The picture is creepy and weird. It’s obvious she doesn’t know he took it.

“Roux Hirsch has been through hell as it is,” Fitzgerald grumbles. “I didn’t realize she might have been going through more.”

“She’s Martinez now,” I murmur, meeting his glare with a hard one of my own. “And my boy will die protecting her.” My gaze flits over to the predator. “Can you do whatever you can to make sure that doesn’t happen?”

Fitzgerald nods. “I like Martinez. He’s done a lot for cleaning up this town and taking care of those two. This will be handled appropriately. You have my word.”

Michael leads Wes out, shooting a hateful look my way. As soon as he disappears, I grip Fitzgerald’s shoulder.

“Watch him,” I warn. “He’s bad news.”

“You leave me to the police work, kid,” Fitzgerald says, a fierce glint in his eyes. “I’m handling things the right way. Don’t you worry.”

All I can do is hope to fuck he knows what he is doing.
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Charlotte

 

“It’s all over the news,” a girl hisses. “I knew it. He was such a perv.”

“I heard Brylee Stevens was fucking him,” a guy reveals.

“Dude, she’s like fourteen,” Joey states.

“But she has tits like a porn star,” the guy says, laughing.

“Who?” I ask, turning in my seat to face Joey. “What happened?”

Heidi lets out a snort. “Don’t worry, Char, it wasn’t Mr. Hutton. It was your other boyfriend.”

Ignoring her, I pin Joey with a hard glare. “What happened?”

“Mr. Ewing got arrested last night. A picture was leaked of him inside a squad car. There are rumors it’s because he was fucking his student,” Joey says. “Did you fuck him too?” His smirk melts away as his gaze lifts to the mountain that is now towering in front of my desk.

“Did you, Miss English? The class wants to know.”

Heidi giggles like Cal is the funniest man she’s ever known.

“No, Mr. Hutton,” I state in a prim tone as I swivel around to face him. “I did not sleep with Mr. Ewing.”

His lips quirk up on one side. “Didn’t think so. You’re too good for that predator rapist.”

“She fucks other teachers,” Heidi mutters, making the class giggle.

“Nah, just one,” Cal says, pinning her with a challenging glare. “I imagine he loves her pretty damn much to put his job on the line for it too.”

I blow him a kiss that has several people gasping. Screw them. I’m eighteen and my aunt is the principal. Good luck, losers.

He starts his lesson and I can’t help but wonder if Cal had something to do with Wes’s arrest. It’s suspect timing considering just yesterday Wes came onto me hard. Cal conveniently had to do something with Terrence last night, too. Apparently they were busy taking down Wes. I can’t say I’m annoyed. He creeped me out when he tried to kiss me. Quickly, I rush through the easy assignment on my Chromebook and then text Roux.

Me: Wes did something bad to you, didn’t he?

Roux: He’s a bad man. Stay away from him.

Me: He tried to kiss me.

Roux: OMG!

Me: He also got arrested last night. Rumor is he slept with a freshman.

Roux: I hope he rots in prison.

Me: Are you okay?

Roux: Cal made sure of it.

Me: The Hoodlums don’t know?

Roux: I need Jordy and Roan here, not in jail for killing Wes Ewing.

Me: Hear you loud and clear, babe. Love you.

Roux: Love you too, sis.

I lift my gaze to find Cal sprawled out in his desk chair like he’s king of the school, his green eyes boring into me. He’s villainous in the way he smiles and the evil intent always emanating from him, but he’s a hero in his own dark, fucked-up way. My hero.

The sudden pain in my chest is from the surge of love and emotion toward this man assaulting me all at once. He loves me. He said as much in front of the class, though I’ve felt it for a while now in his actions. I may be able to stand up to people like Wes Ewing, but it sure does help when you have a partner willing to help.

My phone buzzes.

Chaos Hoodlum: You need extra credit?

He’s smirking, a playful look in his eyes. I can’t smile back, though. I’m overcome with the urge to cry. I don’t care if it makes me sound like an idiot. I can’t go another second without letting him know how I feel.

Me: I love you, Cal Hutton.

The smile falls when he reads the text. He sets the phone and pins me with an intense stare. His finger crooks, beckoning me over. I rise from my seat and walk over to his desk.

“Say it to my face, Charlie girl.”

“I love you, Cal Hutton.”

His smile is brilliant. “I need to tell you a secret. Come here.”

I lean forward, close to his mouth, uncaring if others see. His breath is hot as his lips near my ear. He kisses my cheek right beside my ear and then says, “I love you too, my beautiful bad girl. Don’t you ever forget it either.”

I pull away and grin down at him. “Never.”

“Good girl. Now go sit down or we’re going to be in big trouble.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because I really might get fired if I fuck you in front of all these people.”

I manage to walk away, though everything in me begs to drop down onto his lap. Heidi glowers at me, but it’s easy to ignore her. Cal loves me. That’s all that matters in my world. When the bell finally rings, I’m dazed.

“Don’t forget,” Cal booms. “Mid-term test tomorrow before Thanksgiving break. Study your asses off or you’ll fail. Do you really want to be a failure just in time for Christmas? Your mommies and daddies might not leave you any presents under the tree. Stop worrying about town gossip and study.”

Everyone groans. Heidi rushes to his desk, claiming she has questions about her notes. I blow Cal a kiss and then leave to head to my next class. After I grab a book from my locker, I walk down the hall, my thoughts elsewhere.

“Bitch.”

I freeze at the harshly spat word. Grayson and his buddy Eli fall into step on either side of me. Ignoring them, I walk faster toward class.

“Ryan’s pissed,” Grayson fumes. “You really are a sick bitch to try and ruin their lives. You think you’re such a goody fucking two-shoes now.”

I glance over at him in confusion. “I haven’t spoken to Ryan since October,” I bite out. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not ruining his life.”

“Nah,” Grayson bites out. “Just trying to ruin his dad’s instead.”

Screeching to a halt, I face this idiot. “What are you talking about?”

“His dad got put on administrative leave,” Grayson snarls.

“So? It has nothing to do with me!”

“Word is your boyfriend Cal is responsible, so that makes you guilty by association.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I snap, refusing to cower. “You can tell Ryan to forget I exist.”

“He’s obsessed with you for some goddamn reason,” Grayson gripes, softly smacking my cheek. “Forgetting you exist will be the last thing he does.”

I shove him away from me. “Get out of my face, asshole.”

He and Eli laugh. “Or what, whore?”

“Or I’ll make you,” Penny says, appearing out of nowhere, a can of Mace she keeps attached to her keys pointed right in his face. “Test me. I’ve been wanting to use this thing since I got it.”

Grayson fists his hands like he might hit her, which makes me tense up.

“I suggest you boys run along because my fists will hurt a lot more than that can of Mace,” Cal bellows from nearby.

Eli and Grayson bolt, disappearing into the crowd.

“Spoiler of fun,” Penny complains to Cal. “I really, really wanted to blind that asshole.”

“Another day, brat. Get to class.” Cal waves her off and then turns to me. “You okay?”

The bell rings, emptying the halls within seconds. Only a few kids linger.

“What happened last night?” I demand. “Apparently I’m getting blamed for it.”

He scowls. “How the hell would you get blamed for Wes fucking Brylee?”

“Ryan’s dad is on administrative leave. Somehow that’s my fault.”

Cal’s brows fly up. “That so?”

“Yep.”

“For once, I think the law is prevailing in our favor. I admit I led the cops to Wes’s doorstep, but last I saw of Michael, he was doing his job arresting Wes.”

“I thought this thing with Ryan was over,” I grumble.

“He’ll slip up in a big way and when he does, all this shit will eventually stick to him. His dad can’t protect him forever. One day he’s going to pay.”

“You’re right,” I say with a sigh. “I’m just impatient.”

He pulls me to him, grinning. “Would it make you feel better knowing I carved my name in his dick?”

My eyes widen. “What?”

“When he tried to rape you, I made sure he’d always think about me when he used that piece of shit dick of his.” He shrugs like penis mutilation is nothing. “He deserved it.”

“Cal Hutton,” I choke out. “You did not.”

His eyes light up in the wicked way that makes me weak in the knees for him. “I did, English. You’re welcome.”

“I don’t know what to say…”

“Nothing. You’re late for class.” He kisses me boldly in front of several students who aren’t in class yet. “Love you, loser.”

“Love you too, psycho.”

I pull away from his kiss and dart my eyes to someone nearby. “Aren’t you afraid we’ll get in trouble?”

Cal grins like the devil. “Nah. We’re Hoodlums. Hoodlums rule this school and everyone else can just fuck off.” He glances over at some guy. “Right?”

The kid stares at him, gaping.

“Get to class, dipshit, or I’ll give you detention.”

I shake my head as the kid runs off. “You’re an asshole.”

“Your asshole. Now go before I punish you for skipping.”

As tempting as that is, I leave the naughty teacher and hurry off to class.
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Cal

 

I could get used to Thanksgivings like this. Happy. Surrounded by friends and family. Usually, Thanksgiving consists of myself and my parents. This year, the crowd is bigger. Since Terrence has been glued to my side, I invited Rhetta and Tierra. Of course Charlotte is here—right on my lap where she belongs—and so are Garrett, his ditzy girlfriend Elise, and Penny. The other Hoodlums—including Jace—have all joined Karen and Kelsey for the holiday. Mike and Roan, like any holiday, are on call, so they have to stay near the station. It’d be cool if everyone could come together, even if we did it over at Karen’s, but with Kelsey and Garrett seeing other people, it makes it awkward as fuck.

I toy with a strand of Charlotte’s hair while she tries to converse amicably with Elise. That chick is dumber than a box of rocks, though, making it hard as hell for my girl. Garrett has abandoned his dumb fuck toy to huddle with my dad somewhere in the house. I was pleasantly surprised when our dads hit it off. Garrett is a lot like Charlotte and Hollis, making friends with just about everyone everywhere they go. Penny is the black sheep in their family. The one who likes to dish out shit like it’s a full-time job.

“The snow is too heavy,” Mom says, perching on the edge of the couch beside me. “Everyone is enjoying themselves. I think it’d be best to stay and not have to drive in it.”

It’s pretty uncommon to get snow on Thanksgiving, but this year the cold came early and more brutal than usual. Winter is going to fucking suck.

“We wouldn’t want to put you out,” Elise says, her voice tight. It’s clear she’s been uncomfortable since Garrett left to go gossip with Dad.

“Oh, honey, it’s nothing and we have plenty of room in this big house.” Mom waves her hand in the air. “I keep telling David we should do like Cal and get a cute riverside cabin, but he’s stubborn.”

“Apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,” Charlotte jokes, tilting her head up to kiss me.

I kiss my girl and then catch my mom watching us with pride in her eyes. It makes my heart squeeze inside my chest. I guess it’s pretty obvious I love this girl and Mom seems thrilled about it. Being the momma’s boy I am, happiness washes over me at having pleased my mother.

“We have the guest room right beside ours downstairs that Rhetta and Terrence could take,” Mom suggests. “Penny and Tierra could take the guest room beside yours upstairs, Cal.” She lifts her brow. “Charlotte…”

“Is staying with me,” I confirm with a possessive growl that makes my mom laugh.

“And Elise, if it’s okay with you and Garrett, we have the pull-out sofa downstairs,” Mom offers.

Elise’s nostrils flare, but she forces a smile. “I doubt we’ll have to stay, but thanks for the offer.”

Dad and Garrett walk back into the room, both wearing matching stern expressions.

“Everyone needs to stay the night,” Dad booms, gesturing toward the window. “I wouldn’t feel right about letting anyone drive in that. We have the room.”

Mom winks at me. “What a great idea, hon. I’ll get the guest rooms ready.”

“I’ll help,” Charlotte says, climbing out of my lap.

Elise sighs as though it pains her to speak. “I guess I’ll help too.”
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I wake with a start, realizing a naked body is sprawled out over me. Our bodies are sticky with sweat and it feels like it’s a thousand degrees in here. My palm slides to Charlotte’s perfect ass and I squeeze before slipping back into unconsciousness.

But I can’t sleep.

It’s too hot.

Unnaturally so.

Charlotte coughs. Then coughs again. I cough too.

It’s then I smell it. Thick and cloying. Smoke.

I jolt out of bed, fumbling for the light. Black smoke is clouding at the ceiling in my bedroom.

“Charlotte,” I bark out. “Get up. There’s smoke.”

She wakes up, sucking in air, and then starts coughing. Panic shines in her eyes. I roll out of bed and start throwing on clothes.

“What’s happening?” she croaks as she scrambles for her clothes.

“I think the house is on fire. Do you hear that?”

Yelling.

Downstairs.

I throw on my shoes and run over to my bedroom door. After I rush through it, I head toward the stairwell.

Holy. Fucking. Shit.

I’m stunned to see huge flames licking up the steps. Mom. Dad. Terrence. Oh God.

“What is it—Oh my God, Cal!” Charlotte shrieks. “How do we get out? Daddy!”

Spinning around, I grip her face. “Wake Penny and Tierra up. Make sure they’re dressed and meet me in my room.”

“What are you going to do?” she demands, her blue eyes wild.

“Just go!”

She runs off, away from the fire, while I stare down at it.

“Terrence! Dad!”

Nothing.

Fuck.

I start to ready myself to go lower when Charlotte claws at my shirt.

“They’re outside. Everyone’s outside. Come on,” she rushes out. “Let’s get out of here.”

Relieved, I swivel around and chase her back into my room where Tierra and Penny are waiting, terrified expressions on their faces. I run over to the window and wrench it open. Sure enough, everyone’s outside.

“Tie your sheets together and get those girls out of there,” Dad yells at me.

I snap into action and rip the sheets off the bed. Quickly, I knot one end of the top sheet to the fitted sheet. There’s nowhere really to tie it to, so I wrap it around my forearm a couple of times and then grip it in my fist before tossing the excess out the window. It’ll still be an eight or nine-foot drop, but it should be fine. Sirens wail in the distance, letting us know help is on the way.

“Tierra, go,” I bark out.

She scrambles over the window ledge and then holds on to the sheet. Her body weight has me exerting my strength to keep her from dropping from the second-floor window.

“Penny, grab that towel and put it under the crack of the door,” Charlotte instructs. “Hurry.”

Terrence and Garrett are waiting with arms open, ready to catch Tierra when she drops. She reaches the end of the rope, dangling, and shrieks.

“Let go,” I bark down at her.

She cries out, kicking. “I’m scared!”

Terrence balls up some snow and whacks her with it. She screeches as she lets go. Garrett is there to catch her, pulling her safely into his arms.

“Penny, let’s go!” I yell over my shoulder.

Penny flies out the window, shimmying down the sheets in record speed. She reaches the end of the rope, and like Tierra, stalls. Maybe it’s a higher drop than I realize. Rather than waiting this time, Terrence jumps, grabbing her ankle. She cries out, falling on top of him, both of them sinking into the snow.

“Hurry,” Charlotte whimpers. “That wall is bubbling.”

I turn to look at the bubbling wall. In slow motion, like something out of a horror movie, the wall opens, revealing flames as though it’s a portal to hell.

“Get the fuck over here,” I roar at her.

She starts my way but the wall starts to cave inward, toward her. I abandon my sheet and rush over to her, yanking her away from the collapsing wall. We fall back, both of us landing on our asses.

Fuck.

The sheet.

It’s gone.

We rush back over to the window. Lights flash, ricocheting off the trees below.

“They can’t get the truck over here,” Dad calls up. “Can you get to the guest bathroom window?”

“We’ll try,” I yell. “Come on.”

Charlotte takes my hand and I lead her to the bedroom door. Both of us are coughing now that the black smoke has thickened. The handle is hot to the touch when I grab it. Everything seems to be melting around us. I snag up the towel, using it to turn the knob. I expect to be blasted by flames, but my face burns from heat instead. Poking my head out, I realize the fire has spread, but the open door to the bathroom is untouched by flames.

“Go,” I instruct. “Don’t stop until you get into that bathroom.”

Charlotte runs ahead of me, coughing hard through the smoke. I follow after her, yanking on her hoodie when she gets disoriented and tries to open a linen closet door. With probably too much force, I shove her into the bathroom and slam the door shut behind us. I hurry over to the window. I unlock it, but it’s stuck.

Fuck.

I can see the red and blue lights through the tempered glass, but I can’t open it. I’m going to have to break it.

“It won’t open?” Charlotte shrieks. “We have to go back!”

“No,” I bellow. “Don’t you dare leave this bathroom. I need to break it.” I elbow the glass, but it’s easier said than done. Pain splinters through me. “We need something to break it with.”

Charlotte starts digging through the cabinets, looking for anything of use while I continue to try to break it. If I weren’t standing on a toilet, it’d be a lot easier because I could just kick it open.

Someone bangs on the window. I can’t see them through the glass, but I’m thankful as fuck for them to be on the other side.

“We can’t get the window open!” I yell.

“Stand back!” the voice responds.

I hop off the toilet and haul Charlotte into my arms, away from the heat billowing from the door. Glass shatters and then the window is being smashed away.

“Go,” I tell Charlotte, dragging her to the window. “Go with him.”

I meet familiar amber eyes through a mask and almost fucking cry in relief. It’s Roan. The fucking hero Hoodlum. He snags Charlotte when she gets close, pulling her through the window. I watch with terror clawing up inside of me as he precariously passes her down to another firefighter below him. I’m growing dizzy from the smoke, desperately sucking cold, fresh air into my lungs.

“Let’s go,” Roan says, once again at the window. “Quickly, but watch your step.”

I climb through the window, taking his gloved hand, and start down the ladder. He helps me past him and then guides me down to another firefighter. I’m dazed as they manhandle me down the rest of the way. Another fireman drags me away from the burning house toward an ambulance where the other hero Hoodlum is waiting.

“Charlotte,” I croak out when Hollis grabs onto me.

“She’s safe,” he says. “In the ambulance already getting looked over.”

He helps me into the back of the ambulance where my fucking girl is crying but alive. I yank her to me, kissing her smoky hair.

“Mom, Dad, uh, Garrett…” I close my eyes, thinking. “Did everyone get out?”

“They did. Tierra and Penny too,” Hollis assures me.

There were more people. Think. My brain is fuzzy.

“Terrence and Rhetta?” Charlotte asks, filling in the blanks for me. “Elise?”

“Everyone got out,” Hollis says. “Now let’s get you two checked out.”

While he and the other EMT do their jobs, I stare out the small window, in shock that my childhood home is engulfed in flames. My poor parents. Dad will be heartbroken. Mom will be destroyed.

Charlotte reaches for my hand, clutching it. “I’m sorry about your parents’ home.”

I kiss the side of her head. “It’s just a place. They’re just things. The important parts made it out alive.”
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Mom is in shock, I think. Dad just keeps staring at the charred house like it’s all a bad dream. The fire has been put out, but the house is ninety percent gone. My parents will have to start all over again. Everything was lost.

Roan pulls off his helmet and nods at me. I leave Charlotte with my parents to walk over to him. The snow hasn’t let up, which only makes this whole scene stranger. Soon, daylight will be upon us and we’ll see what we can salvage from the ruins.

“This…” He lets out a ragged, tired sigh. “This wasn’t an accident.”

My blood runs icy cold. “What?”

“We found gas cans. Probably why it spread so fast, cutting you guys off from coming downstairs.”

I blink at him. “You’re telling me this is fucking arson?”

Amber eyes blaze with fury. “I’ll do my best to get to the bottom of this, man. I swear to fucking God. Whoever did this won’t get away with it.”

“We know who did this,” I grind out, pinning him with a glare. “Question is, how do we prove it?”
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Charlotte

 

“He’s so fucked,” Cal tells me over the phone. “The State of Oregon is coming down hard on Ewing. Not only did he have that nasty shit on his computer at home, he had it on his work computer, his iPad, and his phone. Now, girls are coming up left and right to testify against him. He’ll probably spend the rest of his miserable life in prison.”

At least some justice is served.

It’s been a couple weeks since the fire and I’m still wound up from it. Someone tried to kill ten people while they slept. The sickening part is, I’m pretty sure those other nine people were just casualties in the war I brought to their doorstep. Ryan wanted me dead. Plain and simple.

I keep waiting to be surprised.

I’m not.

He’s sadistic and cruel.

“…and make you drink cum for dinner.”

“What?” I choke out, trying to figure out what Cal just said.

“That’s what I thought. You weren’t even listening. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I assure him. “I’m going to eat something, pack a bag, and then I’ll be by tonight. Will you be done at your parents’ by then?”

He’s silent for a beat, not at all convinced that I’m fine, but he bites anyway. “Yeah. We’ll be here a couple more hours and then we’ll head back home.”

“Okay, see you soon. I’ll have Penny run me over there shortly. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

After we hang up, I try not to let the guilt consume me. I feel horrible that every day since the fire, Cal and his parents have been trying to make the little Campfire Chaos cabin their home until they can build something again. All their memories were lost. Because of me.

I swallow down all those negative feelings and leave the bedroom I share with Penny. Dad is out with Elise, leaving Penny and Jace to get up to whatever shenanigans they’re always up to. I find them in the kitchen, staring at Jace’s phone.

“Swipe right?” he asks.

“Dude,” Penny grunts. “That’s T.J. Billings’ mom. Gross. Swipe left.”

“This is fuckin’ lame,” Jace gripes. “You know and hate everyone. What about her?”

“That’s Elise! What a skank! How is she going to be seeing my dad but still have a dating profile?”

“Swipe right and see if she leaves her date,” I say, peeking between them. “What a bitch.”

They swipe left and continue on their hunt for women. I recognize one of the girls as Heidi. Ew.

“This one has nice tits,” Jace says. “I’m not looking for marriage, just a little hot sex. A man has needs.”

“You’re such a dog. And you’re not a man. You’re a beast.” Penny smirks at him. “Try finding someone born in the same decade as you.”

“I like ’em young,” he taunts, snapping his teeth at her. “Like you, little Penny.”

“Sick fuck,” she complains with an elbow to his gut. “You need to get off this stupid dating app and find a woman the old-fashioned way. You know, actually put some effort into getting laid rather than just dialing up pussy on demand. Your dick is gonna fall off, old man.”

Someone knocks on the door, so I leave them to their bickering. I barely get the door open before a body barges in, snatching me up. A shriek of surprise leaves my lips before I recognize the familiar scent.

Loden.

“Missed you, baby,” he groans, nipping at my neck. “They keep calling me back for legal shit and I just want to stay here permanently.”

“I missed you too. Adulting sucks. Better get used to it, though. Pretty soon, you’ll be an average Joe just like everyone else stuck here forever. You sure you’re ready for that boring life?”

“More than ready.” He squeezes my ass with his hands. “I haven’t been laid in forever. I could almost poke you in the ass and pretend you’re not my best friend. Sound like a date?”

“Gross,” I say with a laugh. “You’re such a freak.”

“The freak you’re going to marry when you get bored of Mr. Abercrombie.”

“Cal hates when you call him that.”

“Baby,” Loden says, pulling away to give me a serious look. “Have you seen him? He’s a fucking god with a perfect pierced penis. I’m jealous, you bitch.”

Jace clears his throat harshly. “Don’t call her a bitch.”

Loden rolls his eyes hard. “Can you tell your bodyguard to back off?”

“No,” I tease. “I kind of like watching you squirm.”

Loden plants a sloppy kiss on my cheek. “Well, you’ll get to watch me squirm a lot more now. Mr. Abercrombie’s daddy gave me the keys right before I came over here.”

“You got the cabin?” I ask, grinning wide. “This is finally happening. You’re moving!”

“It needs some work, but David offered me a lower rent if I’ll fix it up in my spare time. I didn’t have the heart to tell that beautiful man I don’t know shit about shit. But a deal’s a deal. How hard can wallpapering a cabin be?”

“Do not wallpaper that cabin,” I tell him in a firm tone.

“Fine. We’ll figure something else out.” He flashes Jace an impish grin. “As much as I’d love to stare at your hot inmate roommate slash quasi-daddy slash bodyguard, we have catching up to do.”

“Want me to kick him out?” Jace offers.

“We can’t kick him out,” I tell Jace. “Lo’s officially a Hoodlum now.”
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“I absolutely love it,” I say to Loden when we pull up to his little cabin. “You have a great view of Hood River. Not even the Campfire Chaos cabin has this view.”

The snow is coming down hard, but it’s so pretty as it blankets everything within view. Loden may have given up picturesque beach views when he left California, but his view now is something straight off a postcard.

“David said normally he rents this one out for a lot because of the view, but it’s run-down and needs a facelift. I don’t know fuck all about carpentry or remodeling a house, but I’m just happy to have a place to stay.”

We climb out of his midnight-black Porsche Cayenne and approach the cabin, trudging through the accumulating snow. If I squint, through the woods I can see Cal’s cabin, smoke billowing from his chimney. This makes me incredibly happy that he’ll be so close to Cal for numerous reasons. Mainly because I’ll get to see Lo more often and that Cal can keep an eye on him.

“It’s super cute. I still can’t believe you’re here permanently.” We stop at the front steps and I look up at him. Snowflakes dust his black hair and dot his inky eyelashes. “Where do you think you’ll work?”

He shrugs and toys with his tongue ring, lost in thought. “I thought I’d look to see if I could find something with music. Teach guitar lessons or something. I don’t want to perform anymore.”

I can understand that. Knowing Loden and how good he is, it wouldn’t take long before he’d become the talk of the town here too.

“Do you have money to get you by until you figure it all out?”

He smirks. “We settled the suit. The label raped me harder than a guy named Bruce I gave my virginity to in a truck stop bathroom when I was fifteen.”

I grimace and gape at him in horror. Of course he laughs.

“But they didn’t take it all. I’m going to be okay,” he assures me.

I stand on my toes and kiss his cold, rosy cheek. “Good. Come to me if ever you’re not. That’s what friends do. They look out for each other.”

His playfulness fades as vulnerability shines through. “Do you ever think things happen for a reason? Maybe a shit storm decimates everything because then it puts a rainbow right in your path, somehow making you appreciate all the beauty around you?”

“That’s a good way of looking at it,” I agree.

“I hit rock bottom and ended up in rehab. I met you and you just get me, baby. Unlike Mena or Dad or anyone. It’s nice when someone understands.” He flashes me a wolfish grin. “Now can we have butt sex?”

I smack his arm. “Way to undo all the poetic shit in one statement.”

We’re both laughing when we head inside. Since he came by earlier and turned on the heat, it’s nice and warm inside. It’s a small cabin nearly identical to Cal’s being that it’s two bedrooms and two bathrooms with a small dining room, kitchen, and living room. Cal’s is more modernized while this unit seems to still have drapes from the seventies. Orange and brown and yellow are the color scheme. It makes me want to tear it all down. Loden doesn’t seem horrified by the colors, though. In fact, there’s a pep in his step and he bounces around the place showing me every little detail.

He’s proud.

The man who was a rock god, lived in a friggin’ mansion in California, and drives a Porsche is proud of a tiny, fixer-upper cabin in the middle of Nowhere, Oregon.

“I’ll order pizza and you can help me unpack,” Loden says.

“Ahh, the real reason I’m here. To do the hard work.”

He shrugs, grinning. “A trick, yes. A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do.”

I flip him off but then tackle the mountain of clothes that have been dumped onto his bed.
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Me: I’ll be by soon. Miss you.

Chaos Hoodlum: It drives me crazy knowing you’re literally two hundred feet away. I want to storm over there, toss you over my shoulder, and bring you home.

Home.

My heart does a little patter in my chest.

Me: Twenty more minutes. I’ll say goodbye and then head that way.

Chaos Hoodlum: Clock is ticking, loser.

I laugh just as Loden exits his bedroom. He took a quick shower to wash off the grime from unpacking. Of course he’s your typical rock god. Tattooed. Muscular. Pierced. He’s a walking work of art. One day, he’s going to find the right guy who will not just love the gorgeous man on the outside, but want to protect and care for the broken, imperfect one inside. I hope Hood River will lead him right to his happy rainbow.

“If you want to give me a blowie, baby, all you gotta do is ask,” he says, winking my way.

I roll my eyes. “Pass.”

“Then roll up your tongue, woman.”

“You know you’re hot. Anyone with working eyeballs knows you’re hot. Doesn’t mean I want to suck your dick.”

He chuckles, dropping down onto the sofa. “Thank fuck. I got a blowjob from a chick once. She was fucking terrible. I mean, I’m willing to go the extra mile since you’re my friend and all, but I’d hate a sloppy, shitty blowjob to ruin our friendship.”

“Cal has no complaints,” I throw back, giggling.

“Maybe I should watch you give him one. You know, to critique your form.”

“Bad boy,” I tease.

He’s still smiling when he picks up his acoustic guitar off the coffee table. Leaning back on the sofa, he strums a few chords, his eyes closing. In this moment, he’s the most relaxed I’ve ever seen him.

“I’m going to head out,” I say, leaning forward to kiss his forehead. “Call me tomorrow.”

“Want me to walk you?”

“I’m good. I’m going to surprise Cal a few minutes early.” I waggle my brows at him. “See if I can’t practice my blowjob skills.”

He laughs. “Love you, dirty bitch.”

“Love you too.”

I throw on my coat and grab my purse, stuffing my phone inside. When I open the door, icy wind blasts my face. Pulling my hood over my head, I trudge through the snow, keeping my head down low to hide my face from the harsh elements.

Cal’s truck is parked crooked and crazy. It’s one of the cute things I like about him. That he drives that big dumb truck and parks it wherever he wants like he owns the world. I walk past his truck toward the steps of his porch, slowly so I don’t fall, when I hear a crunch.

I turn my head toward the sound, wondering if Cal’s come out to try and scare me.

Smack!

Pain explodes inside my head as I crumple to the snow in a heap. Something hit me in the head. Hard. Metal. Powerful.

A small groan rattles from me as I’m lifted into someone’s arms. As soon as I get a whiff of the familiar scent, I try desperately to open my eyes.

No.

Please, no.

My words don’t work because I’m blacking out as this monster carries me away from my happily ever after and right into what I know will be a haunting nightmare.

Please, God, no.
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Cal

 

Don’t be a stalker.

Don’t be a stalker.

Don’t be a stalker.

Fuck this. I’m a stalker. She’s mine and if she wants to taunt the beast inside me, then so be it. Twenty minutes turned into thirty. I warned her I’d come for her if she kept me waiting. Knowing my fucking girl, she probably did that shit on purpose.

I can’t help but smirk as I throw on my coat, hat, and gloves before heading out. The snow is heavily falling, making it difficult to see. I take long strides from my cabin to Loden’s. At first, when she told me a while back that he wanted to move here, I was annoyed. And, at first glance, he always seems to be flirting with my girl. But, the more I get to know Loden, the more I realize he’s just needy as fuck. Charlotte is a good friend and a good person. Of course he’s drawn to her light. If he weren’t gay, I’d have a huge problem with his affectionate way toward her. Since I know he’s not trying to get into her pants, I deal with his annoying ass.

It will be convenient having him nearby, especially if she plans on hanging out with him a lot. I want my girl close. In fact, I’ve been wanting to keep her by my side permanently. Ever since the fire, something shifted between us. An unbreakable bond formed. I’m going to ask her to live with me, but I have to find a way to delicately propose it to her in a way she doesn’t think it’s just some possessive caveman reason to keep her safe and watched over.

I love her.

I want her.

I need to protect her at all costs.

I’m trying to imagine her sleek sense of decorating style taking over my cabin. Honestly, it makes my dick hard thinking of her permanently there, spending each waking minute with me. A grin tugs at my lips as I push into Loden’s cabin.

He’s sprawled out on his couch in nothing but his boxers looking like a fucking tattooed porn star. I admit it’s irritating that he’s glued to my girl all the time when I know he’s a good-looking guy. But seeing him in his fucking underwear around my fucking girl has me seeing red.

“You look awfully cozy,” I sneer, my gaze sweeping his cabin, looking for Charlotte. “She better not be naked and dripping with your jizz, or so help me I’ll beat you over the head with your guitar.”

“Charlotte?” Loden says, sitting up and placing the guitar down on the coffee table. His muscles flex, which, in turn, makes me fist my hands, ready to pummel this guy.

“No shit, Sherlock.”

He rises to his feet, displaying all his rock god glory down to the giant fucking dick he’s packing in his boxers. Yeah, I’m going to kill him.

“Dude, she left like thirty minutes ago.”

His words take a second to sink in. “What?”

“When I got out of the shower, she left.”

“Where the fuck is she?” I demand, my blood running cold.

“I don’t fucking know.” He picks up his phone and dials. “Not answering.”

“Maybe she went to see Mom and Dad,” I mutter, my mind racing. “Call her parents and her siblings. See if she’s with one of them. Get dressed and meet me back at my place in a few.”

I run out the front door, easily finding the path that leads to the old Campfire Chaos cabin that my parents took over. I dial her a few times on the way there, but she doesn’t answer. The lights are on at my parents’ cabin, and I hope like hell Charlotte stopped by to visit them. Mom and Dad adore Charlotte. Even after the fire, which she for some reason feels guilty for, they love her.

After stomping up the steps, I push open the door, my eyes searching for her. Dad’s in his recliner watching television and Mom is sitting on the couch reading.

“Where’s Charlotte?” I demand, my chest heaving.

Dad cranes his neck around to look at me. “Not here. What’s wrong?”

“She’s…” I scrub my palm over my face. “She was at Lo’s and then left thirty minutes ago to come to my place. Never arrived.”

Dad climbs out of his chair and starts for me. “She’s gone? Disappeared?”

“She wouldn’t just leave without telling me,” I croak out. “Dad, something’s wrong.”

“I’ll get dressed and head up to the police station. Keep looking for her,” Dad barks out. “Kate, start calling her parents and family.”

Mom leaps into action, grabbing her phone, while Dad rushes to his room. I bolt out the door and head back to my place. As I near my truck, I find her purse half buried in the snow.

Fuck.

Fuck no.

I scoop it up as Loden approaches.

“She dropped this,” I hiss out. “Someone fucking took her.”

Loden gasps when I thrust the purse at him. “Find Penny. See if she can figure out where she might have gone to. You have my number. Call me if you find anything out.”

I rush back into the house, hunting for my baseball bat. Terrence is in his room with the door shut.

“T!” I bark out, banging on the door. “Someone took Charlotte. We gotta find her!”

He flings open the door, his eyes wild with confusion. “Took?”

“It has to be that fuckface Cuntingham.”
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All five of us are crammed into my truck—trying to find out where the fuck Charlotte could have gone. I’m up front with Terrence while Roan, Hollis, and Jordy are squeezed into the back. We went by Michael’s house, but she wasn’t there. Neither were Michael or Ryan. Now we’re headed to Tyler’s apartment.

Once I pull into his complex and park right up front, on the curb, Roan and I jump out. The others are on their phones, calling people to see if they can find her. Roan and I both walk into the lobby of the complex, baseball bats in our hands, on a mission. After we shake down some dork in the hallway, we learn where this dude’s place is. A few minutes later, Roan kicks the door in like the motherfucking badass fireman he is, and we storm in.

The apartment is dark. I stalk through the halls until I find the bedroom. Tyler is talking to someone in bed, asking if they heard a crash, when I flick on the light.

“Where’s Charlotte?” I bark out.

Tyler sits up in bed, face white as a ghost. “W-What?”

Another guy cowers under my fury, clinging to Tyler like he might save him.

“Answer the fucking question,” Roan rages, rushing over to Tyler. He holds his bat up in a threatening manner. These two have beef and Tyler knows it based on the wide-eyed stare he gives him.

“I-I-I d-don’t know,” Tyler chatters out.

“Where’s Ryan?” I bark.

Tyler blinks several times. “He’s not here. I don’t know.”

“Liar!” Roan booms, making Tyler flinch.

“Man, I swear,” Tyler cries out. “He and Dad don’t talk to me anymore. I’m sorry.”

“Where could he be? We know he’s here and took my fucking girl, so where the hell could he be?” I demand.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know.”

Unfortunately, I think he’s telling the truth.

“Come on,” I grunt to Roan.

Roan lingers for a beat. “Stay the fuck away from Hollis.”

Tyler’s eyes are wild with confusion. I grab Roan’s arm and haul him from the room. On the way back to the truck, I call Zayne.

“Whuddup,” he answers in a lazy tone.

“Where’s Ryan Cunningham?”

“Time to cut his dick off?”

“He took my fucking girlfriend, man. Is he there?”

“No,” Zayne says, sobering up. “I haven’t seen him in a few weeks. I think he quit school. Sorry, bro, but I don’t know where the fuck he went.”

“Call me if you hear anything.”

“I’ll ask around his douchebag friends.”

“Thanks, man.”

I hang up and climb into the truck. It’s still fucking snowing, which only adds to my stress. Everyone is quiet, worry clouding the air around us. This is really fucking bad. Ryan took her, I know it. And I’m positive it was him who set my parents’ house on fire. He is an unhinged psycho who takes joy in hurting Charlotte. Now that he’s taken to kidnapping, there’s no telling what lengths he’ll go to.

Be strong, English.

I’m going to find her and put her back together again. No matter what that motherfucker does to her. Because there’s no doubt in my mind, he will try and do his worst.

I just have to find her before he does it.

My phone rings and I hit the answer button on my steering wheel. Zayne’s voice booms through the speakers.

“I don’t know if this is something, but one of his friends mentioned a gun range there that all the cops go to. Ryan’s dad is good friends with the owner, so he has free rein whenever he wants. Seemed like a fishy thing for him to know. I beat his ass just in case he had more info he wanted to offer up, but now he’s passed out. Called Baker’s or Barker’s. Something like that. I’ll keep digging.”

As soon as I hang up, Hollis leans forward, his phone glowing. “Across the river. There’s a Barker’s Range. Terrence, plug this address into his GPS.”

I gas it, driving like a bat out of hell, uncaring that it’s fucking snowing. Hollis calls his dad while Roan calls mine to update them. Jordy makes a call to Fitzgerald. Fuck, I hope we find her. I need to find her. I will find her.

My heart rate speeds up.

Charlotte, beautiful, we’re coming for you.
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Charlotte

 

My head.

Oh my God, my head is killing me.

The throbbing is intense and painful enough, it drags me from my unconscious state. I’m cold and numb. As I attempt to open my eyes, a wave of nausea passes over me. The pizza I ate earlier threatens to make a reappearance.

What happened?

I remember walking and then something hit me.

It takes everything in me to force my eyes open. I realize I’m on the floor of a store or someplace. From my vantage point, I can see items for purchase, lining the shelves in front of me.

Where am I?

There are voices whispering nearby. Each time they grow louder, my headache intensifies. I gingerly reach for the sore spot on the back of my head. The hair is wet and sticky. When I bring my fingers back to my face, I’m not surprised to find blood coating them.

It’d be easier to fall asleep and hope all this is just a bad nightmare.

I close my eyes.

Get up, loser.

Cal’s voice seems to be inside my head, barking at me to do something. Anything besides sleep.

I force open my eyes, wincing at the throbbing inside my skull. My purse isn’t with me, so I have no way of calling anyone for help. My best bet is to try and escape. Slowly, I attempt to sit up. The room spins around me. I swallow down a gag, hating that I might puke at any second. Focusing on one of the objects on the shelf, I take deep breaths, willing the dizziness away.

Paper and sticker targets.

Leather holsters.

Metal and plastic magazines.

Am I in a gun store?

“She’s waking up.”

A whine crawls out of my throat as I try to stand up. I make it as far as my knees before footsteps approach. Two men. Familiar men.

“Bring her in here,” the man says.

The other man scoops me into his arms like I weigh nothing. When I finally look at him, I’m not surprised. Upset and terrified, but not shocked.

Ryan Cunningham.

“Over here,” the other voice says. “Sit her on the sofa.”

Ryan roughly drops me onto the peeling leather couch that’s in a break room of sorts. The other man—his father—squats down in front of me, a malevolent expression on his face.

“You fucked up bad, little girl,” Michael says, shaking his head. “I always knew you’d be a bitch that caused my family problems.”

“Fuck you,” I hiss out, spitting in his face.

He strikes me, sending me toppling sideways onto the couch. I groan, rubbing my aching cheekbone. Michael’s fingers dig into my bicep as he yanks me back upright. The movement makes the room spin again.

“You think you’re the princess of this town,” Michael sneers. “That you can whore around to whomever and then try and bring them down when you’re no longer interested.”

“I don’t know where you got these delusions, but I am not a whore and I’m not whatever it is you think I am.” I hate that tears prickle my eyes. I refuse to give him my tears, though.

“You embarrassed both me and my son. Made a mockery of our name. I’m on fucking administrative leave because of all these bullshit allegations that are tying back to me.” Michael grabs my face, smashing his fingers into my cheek. “Why are you trying to ruin our lives?”

I dart my gaze to Ryan. He scowls, wearing a matching expression as his father. They both really believe this nonsense. That I’m out to destroy them.

“He hurt me,” I choke out when he removes his hand. “He abused me for so long. Drugged me. Raped me.” My heart seizes as I allow myself to admit that’s really what it was. Those times I was unaware or woke up with him inside me. It was rape. I didn’t consent. “If your lives are ruined, it’s Karma taking her turn with you.”

Michael grabs a fistful of my hair, drawing me right to his face. “Maybe we’ll take turns on you. Is that what you want, whore? To have father and son both fuck you?”

He wants me to beg and plead.

Just like Ryan.

They get off on being the abuser—the strong one.

I’m strong too.

I rake my fingernails across his face so hard and with so much force, I rip the skin on his cheek. He roars as he shoves me back. As soon as he’s distracted, touching his bloody face, I bolt off the couch toward the door. I never make it because Ryan tackles me hard, knocking the breath out of me.

He rolls me over, his eyes wild like they used to be whenever he’d pin me down like the monster he is. I struggle, but he’s too strong. His lips crash to mine in a bruising kiss.

He wants me meek.

He wants me broken.

He wants me weak.

I bite his lip hard.

I’m not weak anymore. Not since he left me a burned-out husk after the accident. I rose from the ashes and became more. Something he’ll never be able to destroy again.

Ryan howls and then spits out blood. “You fucking bit me!”

“She’s a feral one,” Michael snarls. “Get a handle on your bitch. Man the fuck up, Ry.”

“You had your chance, Char,” Ryan growls. “I was going to try to keep you. Not now. You’re just a problem for us.”

I freeze, terror slicking over me. Was. He was going to keep me. What now?

Michael, sensing my fear, grins. “She’s a smart bitch. She’s pieced it together that she’s not leaving here alive. The fire should have killed her. We torched that place enough she should have died a painful death. But, since she didn’t, we’re going to bury her on the property and no one will look for her here. No one will care.”

I knew those bastards were responsible for that fire. We all knew. Proving it was a different story.

“People will care,” I threaten. “They’ll know it was you and you’ll rot in prison.” I sneer at Ryan. “You too. They’ll destroy you in there. You’re nothing but a weak, pussy little boy who has to drug and rape girls because you’re not man enough to get them into your bed—”

Ryan smacks me hard, making everything black out for a second. His hands find my jeans and he starts to undo them.

I am strong.

I am strong.

I am strong.

The chill of the air hits my thighs. I know his plans. It’s always been his plan. He prefers when I’m docile and half out of it. I am half out of it, but I am not docile.

“You’re a pussy!” I yell into his face. “A weak, pathetic puss—”

Ryan’s hands go around my throat, choking me, as he snarls in rage. The instant cutting off to my air supply has me passing out within seconds.

Black.

Black.

Black.

I come to, gasping for air. Hot breath is in my hair as the body on top of me grinds against me. Splinters from the wood floor tear into my bare ass with each buck of his hips.

I can’t believe this is happening.

Fight, Charlotte!

Without the usual haze of the drugs Ryan usually shoves down my throat, I’m about to find that fiery phoenix within. My fingers fly to his face with one target. His eyes. He screams when I dig my fingernails into his eyeballs, desperate to destroy him like he’s trying to do me. His thrusting stops as he tries to swat away my vicious claws.

Pain sears into my ribs when his dad kicks me in the side. My hands fall away, dripping with blood, and Ryan pulls out, howling in pain as he covers his face with his hands.

“You bitch!” Michael roars.

He kneels beside his son, cursing as he tries to aid him. I use the brief moment of distraction for my benefit. Scrambling up, I yank my jeans up as I unsteadily run out the break room door.

“Fuck!” Michael yells. “The bitch is running!”

I crash into a shelf, knocking items into the floor, as I hurry toward the door. Heavy footsteps chase after me, too close for comfort. Shoving through the door, I burst out into the snowy night. I’m disoriented and have no idea where to go. All I can do is run. The snow is so thick, I stumble, but don’t fall. The tears are freely falling now as the terror threatens to consume me.

Run. Run. Run.

My lungs ache and my head screams in pain. Everything hurts, but I don’t have time to mentally document each thing.

A scream tears from my throat, ragged and afraid, as a heavy body slams into me. Michael is snarling in fury. He shoves my face deep into the snow. I try to scramble away, but a cold blade digs into my flesh on my throat, slicing through skin like butter.

I’m going to die.

The pain searing into my neck is too intense. Too raw. Uncontrollable. This isn’t a tiny nick. It’s deep, cutting into muscle.

I thought I was a fighter.

I tried.

God, how I tried.

Turns out, I’m simply the prey meant to be caught and eaten.

When I hear the zipper of his pants and then a grunt, I find my inner fire again. I squirm and try to shake him off despite the blackness eating away at my vision. Despite the way I feel like the snow is suffocating me. Despite the way he overpowers me and brutally takes what he wants.

The blade digs deeper and deeper, sliding farther lower, cutting against my collarbone. The pain is so intense. I want to give into it. To black out and go away from this horrible night for good.

Cal’s face drifts into the darkness.

Don’t give up, loser.

I’m sorry, Cal. I tried.
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Cal

 

As soon as we pull onto the gun range property, a sick sense of dread sucks my breath out of my lungs. Something bad has happened to her. I can feel it. There are two vehicles in front of the small building that’s lit up from the inside. One of them is Ryan’s car.

Fuck.

I pull up in front of the building, barely throwing the truck into park before I’m leaping out, bat in hand. The guys all pile out after me, the five of us starting inside. Roan rushes in first. I stop dead in my tracks when I hear something. Abandoning the guys as they rush in, I take off around the side of the building.

Not thirty feet from the building, I see something I’ll never be able to forget until the day I die. Michael’s white ass flexing. Mauling my fucking girl.

I fly like an avenging angel, cutting through the snowy terrain like it’s nothing.

Slam!

I swing the bat like this motherfucker is a baseball and I’m trying to hit him out of the park. The crack echoes loudly and he grunts, falling off to the side of her. Rage consumes me as I swing again. Again and again. I beat the fuck out of his face with the baseball bat until reality sets back in.

Charlotte.

Fuck.

My sweet girl.

I drop my bat, leaping over to her. She’s face down, her naked ass on display, bright red blood in the snow around her face.

She’s not moving.

Oh my God.

I yank her out of the snow and into my arms. Her head lolls to the side, exposing a huge gash in her neck.

No! No! No!

I scoop her up and run her into the building. A sob rattles from my throat as I fall just inside the door, frantically trying to cover the giant hole in her neck that oozes blood.

“Help,” I croak out. “Help.”

Hollis and Roan appear out of nowhere, snapping into action like they’ve been trained to do. Hollis is barking out orders and yelling at Jordy and Terrence to hold onto me. I fight them, reaching for my lifeless girl, but they’re too strong. All I can do is stare at her, with tears streaming down my face as they try to help her.

Blood loss. Didn’t hit a major artery. Warm her up.

The words Hollis is saying to Roan aren’t computing in my brain. All I can do is fixate on the blood. Her blue lips. The pasty white color of her thighs that are beginning to bruise.

“C-Cover her up,” I choke out.

They aren’t too concerned about her nakedness as their focus is on her neck, so Terrence releases me to crouch down. He pulls her pants back up. They put him to work, helping.

A groan comes from the back room.

No fucking way.

I tear out of Jordy’s grip, leaping over the scene before me to get to that piece of shit. Jordy is hot on my heels, but my legs are longer. I run into the breakroom to find Ryan fucking Cuntingham writhing on the floor, his dick hanging out and holding his eyes.

Claws.

My fucking girl has claws.

Pride surges through me at her fight as I pounce on this monster. Jordy doesn’t stop me. I pin Ryan down, slamming a fist hard into face. His nose pops the second it breaks. He sobs and struggles, but he’s no match for my rage.

He hurt my girl.

He hurt my girl.

He hurt my girl.

Punch after punch, I lay into him, desperate to turn his face into a fucking pulp. Ryan’s breathing becomes ragged and shallow with each punch I land on him.

Time passes.

I grow weak, my punching slowing, but I don’t stop. The muscles in my bicep and forearm scream in pain. Each one of my knuckles is split and burning. Still, I continue beating him.

Voices grow louder.

Chaotic.

I don’t stop until someone finally pulls me away. I’m spent of energy. I want to fight this person off, but I can’t. All I can do is fall against them, a sob of defeat caught in my throat.

“Shhh, son,” the man says. “It’s okay. Calm down. You’re okay.”

People rush in to help Ryan. This sets me off. I scream and rage, trying to get to that monster, but the person holding me is too strong.

“He needs to die,” I choke out, tears leaking shamelessly from my eyes. “He needs to die.”

“Fitzgerald,” one of the EMT says, “get him out of here.”

I’m hauled up off the floor and dragged out of the room. I can’t keep my own body upright, relying on Fitzgerald to do it for me. Terrence and Jordy loom nearby, somber expressions on their faces.

“Charlotte,” I whisper. “Where is she?”

“She’s in an ambulance, son,” Fitzgerald says in a calm voice. “Let them take care of her.”

“She’s alive?”

Both Terrence and Jordy nod in unison.

Thank fuck.

“Let’s get you into the car,” Fitzgerald rumbles. “We can get all this sorted out quickly at the station. Then you can get to the hospital to see your girl.”

My fucking girl.

“I, uh, I need my dad,” I croak out, suddenly feeling overwhelmed by sights and sounds. Like my world is closing in on me.

“David Hutton has been a thorn in my ass for the past hour,” Fitzgerald states with a small chuckle. “Your dad is already there, waiting on us. Everything’s going to be okay, son. I promise you.”

As he leads me out of the building, an officer approaches. A woman.

“Michael Cunningham is in critical condition.”

Fitzgerald grunts. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

“He raped my girl. He raped my girl,” I murmur, leaning against him. “He raped my girl.”

“I know, son. I’m so sorry.”

“Please don’t make me go to prison. She needs me.”

“I already let one kid go to prison for protecting the one he loved. I’ll be goddamned if I let it happen again. Just keep quiet and let me handle things.”
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“Oh, honey,” Mom coos, “I’m pretty sure it’s broken.”

I try to pull my aching hand from her lap, but she won’t let me. It’s been hours since I was taken to the station where my parents were waiting. It was a total shitshow considering it was one of their cops who did this to Charlotte. I’d been told to keep my mouth shut while Samantha did all the talking. Apparently, Fitzgerald reported that the damages to Michael and Ryan were considered “self-defense” inflicted by the victim and that I threw a few punches to protect the victim. The bat—which Terrence scooped up and tossed in the truck—and my broken hand were left out of the report. Dad warned me I could be looking at aggravated assault charges, based on our Oregon laws, but Fitzgerald wasn’t having any of it.

“I need to see her,” I murmur, my eyes drooping with exhaustion.

“She’s fine,” Mom assures me. “Garrett already called your dad with an update. They’ve put her in a room, but she’s going to be okay. Why don’t we get your hand looked at first?”

“No.”

She sighs. “Stubborn boy. Fine. You can see her. Five minutes, but then you need to be seen.”

I don’t agree because I’m not sure I’ll be able to leave Charlotte’s side when I finally see her. The ride to the hospital is a blur. Dad talks to Samantha on Bluetooth, as she fills him in on how we will proceed going forward in case Michael or Ryan speak out against me, and Mom hugs me in the back seat. When we arrive, I stumble out of the car and rush inside.

The lobby is full of people I recognize. The Hoodlums. Loden. Penny and Tierra. Hollis. Jace. Ms. Frazier with a sleeping Sebban in her arms. Kelsey’s man, Mike. The only people missing are Charlotte and her parents.

“He’s going to break his other hand if he doesn’t get to see that girl,” Dad states, trotting in after me.

Hollis nods and then disappears. A few moments later, he returns with Kelsey.

“You can go on back,” Kelsey tells me, pulling me in for a hug. “Maybe Garrett can look at that hand too.”

Hollis clutches my elbow and leads me to a room. He’s still covered in her blood like I am. The fact that he flew into motion to save his sister—my fucking girl—just won him ultimate hero Hoodlum status in my book. I grab the back of his head, bumping our foreheads together.

“Thank you,” I grunt out, before releasing him.

I push into the hospital room, making a beeline straight for the bed where Garrett stands over her.

Using my good hand, I take her small hand in mine. “I’m so, so sorry.”

My sweet Charlotte is battered nearly beyond recognition. Her head and neck are wrapped in gauze. Both of her eyes are blackened and her nose is swollen from what looks like a punch to the face. Anger at those motherfuckers has my eyes flooding with tears. I want to kill Michael and Ryan both. Smashing their fucking faces in isn’t enough.

“She’s going to need a lot of rest,” Garrett says, frowning at her. “A lot of support. What they did…” His voice shakes.

“She’s strong,” I remind him, my voice fierce with conviction. “She’s fucking strong.”

Garrett’s nostrils flare and he nods. “Fire in her veins. My girl is a fighter.”

“Is she in a lot of pain?”

“They have her pretty sedated and comfortable,” Garrett assures me. “Thankfully, she’s mostly bruised and suffered superficial lacerations. A few stitches in her head from the crowbar they whacked her with that was uncovered in the snow not far from where you found her purse. Concussion. Bruised ribs. The worst of it was the laceration to her neck.” He lets out a rush of air. “It’ll leave a horrible scar, but the angle he cut along was just far back enough that he missed her carotid. It tore along her sternocleidomastoid muscle, but they were able to easily repair it.”

I reach out to touch her forehead, but wince in pain.

“Let me see that hand,” Garrett grunts, walking around the bed to my side. He gently pulls it into his hands. “So this is the weapon that caused all that damage?”

“I wish I’d killed them,” I snarl.

His eyes lock on mine. “You fucked them up. Bad.”

“I hope they’re both in agony.”

“Ryan lost both eyes,” Garrett tells me. “But from what the guys tell me, that happened when Charlotte was defending herself.”

Good girl.

“The shattered eye sockets, crushed cheekbones, and cracked mandible were all you. The missing teeth were all you.” His lips press into a firm line. “He’s lucky if he ever recovers. He’s been in surgery for at least six hours. It’ll be a long road to recovery for him.”

I still wish he were dead.

“What about Michael?”

“He’s in a medically induced coma until the swelling goes down on his brain from his fractured skull.” He scrubs his palm over his face. “If he wakes, they’ll transport him straight to OHP.”

I hope he fucking dies a vegetable, though prison for a dirty, rapist cop might also mean certain death.

“This hand is broken,” Garrett finally says. “If you promise to go get it taken care of, I promise I’ll call for you if she wakes up. You’re no use to her all fucked up yourself. Can you do that?”

I don’t want to leave her, but my hand is swelling too badly. I know I’ll need to deal with it sooner or later.

“I can do that.” Leaning forward, I kiss Charlotte’s lips. “I’ll be back, Charlie girl.”
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Charlotte

One week later…

 

It’s snowing.

Again.

I stare out the window, shivering despite being warm inside Cal’s cabin. The snow makes me think of that night. The pain. The terror. The struggle. Each time I slip back to that horrible night, my emotions threaten to crash down on me.

I survived.

I’m alive.

“Here, Char,” Roux says, setting a hot cup of tea on the end table beside me. “Drink that. You’re trembling.”

I force a smile, dragging my gaze down her heavily swollen stomach. She’s due on Christmas Eve, but her baby girl is huge. There’s no way she’ll make it another week.

“Thanks,” I murmur.

She eases down onto the sofa next to me, leaning her head against my good shoulder. Her hand is warm to the touch as she takes mine, squeezing it. “I’m here to talk. About anything. You know that, right?”

I reach over with my free hand and sip the lemon ginseng tea. “I know.”

“But you’re not talking. I’m afraid you’re bottling it all up inside. What happened…it was horrible, Char.”

Tears sting my eyes. “I think I’ve blocked a lot of it out.”

“Maybe that’s not a safe thing to do,” she murmurs.

“I promise I’m not keeping it inside trying to forget,” I utter, setting my teacup down. “I just can’t seem to linger on that night. Each time I start to panic about it, my mind calms because I know they can’t hurt me again.”

Michael is in a coma.

Cal nearly killed that rapist who tried to murder me in cold blood.

It’s empowering to know he can’t do those horrible deeds to me or anyone else ever again because if he does wake, he’ll go to prison. And Ryan…Cal made sure he’d never be able to do bad things either. Dad told me Ryan’s injuries were extensive. He’s been given the necessary surgeries to keep him living, but nothing cosmetic since they want to put him in prison as soon as he’s healed.

Mom and Dad are worried about the psychological trauma that was caused from the rape and assault of that night. Luckily, I’ve been exposed to proper therapy when I went to rehab. I was quick to want to see a counselor again, knowing the quicker I face my tragedies, the more easily I’ll be able to handle them. Eventually, I will have to testify against the Cunninghams, but when that time comes, I’ll be ready. Cal did what he had to do to protect me, and I’ll say what I need to say to ensure he doesn’t get in trouble for it either. Not to mention, my account of what happened will further nail the case shut and prevent those two monsters from ever hurting anyone again. And when I’m ready, Samantha thinks we can bring everything back to the judge to reopen my accident case. She believes, based on the rapes, we can prove Ryan manipulated me that night and used his father’s police influence to show I was the driver. I’m not looking to drive any time soon, but it’d be great to get my record expunged.

“Emilia is getting antsy to make her appearance,” Roux says in a breathless voice, shifting and rubbing her stomach. “If she grows any bigger, I’ll have a heck of a time giving birth to her.”

“That’s what you get for letting a big Hoodlum knock you up,” I tease.

She flashes me a surprised smile. “How are you okay? I’d be…I don’t know that I could be as strong as you.”

“I’m not okay,” I admit, willing the tears away. “But I will be. I want to be. I’ll fight to be okay. Ryan took so much from me, and then his father too. I won’t let them take any more away from me.”

“I love you,” she says, squeezing my hand again.

“Love you too, Roux.”

“Loden said he’ll come by later after Jordy picks me up. That way you won’t have to be alone until Cal gets off work.”

“I’ll be fine,” I assure her.

“I know,” she says, “but we care about you and don’t want you to be by yourself.”

In all honesty, I’ve appreciated the flooding of friends and family. Every time I turn around, someone is coming to visit me. Yesterday afternoon, I watched a Disney movie in bed with Sebban and Hollis. Last night, Loden and I ate ice cream while watching Cal and Terrence paint the living room, both shirtless. This morning, Dad swung by to pick me up and take me to my doctor appointment. Tomorrow, Penny will be over with Mom to bring groceries.

“They tried to break me,” I tell Roux, my voice hardening, “but they couldn’t do it.”

“No,” she agrees, “they couldn’t.”

“I really am going to be okay.”

Another squeeze to my hand. “I know.”
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“You think I could turn Terrence gay?” Loden asks from one end of the sofa.

“I don’t think it works like that.”

“But, like, he cracked his head open. Maybe he forgot he’s straight. Have you seen him with anyone since he woke up?” Loden toys with his tongue ring, as though he’s really pondering this.

“He’s not gay. You can’t will it into existence just because you saw him shirtless and now want to bone him. Besides, you can’t fuck any of my friends. That’ll mess everything up.”

He pouts. “What about your brother? I know he’s gay.”

“That’s a surefire way to get murdered by a hot fireman.”

“Maybe that was my goal all along,” he teases. “Your dad? I’d totally do your dad in a second.”

“You’re such a creep,” I groan. “Go home.”

“Nope,” he says, swatting my thigh. “Not until big Daddy with the pierced dick shows up to save the day. Until then, I’m your babysitter. Lucky you. Wanna do some butt sex while we wait?”

Neither of us laughs.

“Fuck,” he grumbles. “I’m trying to be good, but that joke wasn’t funny. I know…after what happened…the last thing you want to think about is sex.”

I smack his arm. “Stop. Please be you. If you’re not you then I can’t be me and I really, really need to be me.”

He snuggles close, dropping his head in my lap. Because of what we went through and how we met in rehab, I feel like Loden understands my pain on some level. I’m thankful to have him living minutes away. I stroke my fingers through his messy black hair, enjoying the peacefulness his nearness brings. Both he and Roux are my emotional rocks. I need them more than ever during this time.

The door snicks open and then heavy footsteps thud into the cabin. My heart rate races with anticipation. Cal appears, his coat dusted in snow, green eyes lasered in on me.

“Hey, loser.”

“Hey,” I say back, smiling.

“Get off my woman, Lo,” Cal grunts, shedding his coat. “I don’t like when I can smell you on her. Makes me want to piss on her leg after.”

Loden snorts. “Fucking nasty fucker.” Loden lifts up, smacking me right on the lips with a sloppy kiss to piss off Cal, and then grabs his coat. “See you dirty bitches later. I’m going to go into town to see if I can get laid. I’m in the mood for a filthy cowboy. Got any of those here in Hood River?”

“This is Oregon, not Montana. Get the hell out of my house, asshole.”

Despite their crude words, they fist bump as Loden leaves. Cal’s good hand of course. His other hand is in an orange cast. He fucked it up pretty badly when beating up Ryan. When he finally let them look at it, he ended up having to have surgery right away. Dad says it’ll take a lot of therapy on his part to get it working like normal. He has pins in some of his fingers, but the comical part of it is that the way they did the cast, his thumb always sticks out. I know how much he loves that thumb.

Cal strides over to me and leans down to give me a kiss. He’s handsome as ever in his dress clothes and tie he has to wear to school. His earthy, pine and mountain scent saturates the air around him, bringing a sense of peace over me. I’m overwhelmed by how much I love him and need him. How much I want him. He’s gentle as he brushes a finger over the bandage on my neck. So far, according to Dad and the doctor, it’s healing nicely.

“Want me to run you a bath?” he asks, pulling away slightly.

Always pulling away.

Always gentle.

“I want to have sex,” I blurt out. Even as I say the words, I choke on a sob.

“Charlotte—”

“You don’t think I’m ready. Got it.” I shove my thumbs-up right in his face, blinking back bitter tears. “Great talk.”

His jaw clenches, fire blazing in his intense, green eyes. “You didn’t let me talk, woman.”

A tear of embarrassment races down my cheek. “So talk.”

“I was going to say I’m worried I’ll be too rough for you.” His gaze darkens. “It wasn’t a problem before, but what if now, you can’t handle it?”

His words make my blood run cold. I’m right back to that night. Screaming and fighting. Losing.

“Never mind,” I mutter.

He stands upright to his full height. “Want me to make you some dinner?”

“Nope.”

His eyes lock onto mine as he unties his tie. He pulls it away from his neck and pins me with a glare. “Since when do you give up, loser?”

I flip him the bird.

He unbuttons his shirt, a cruel, beautiful smirk on his face. “You have claws, Charlotte. Fucking use them. This bratty little girl stuff isn’t you. It’s weak. Face your fears like the fucking force you are.”

Tears burn my eyes, blurring him from me. “What if I freak out halfway through…” I stand up, shoving past him toward his room. “What if I can’t do it?”

His strong arm loops around my stomach, making me shriek in surprise. He pulls me against his chest, nuzzling my hair. “You can. But if for some reason you can’t, what are you going to do, Charlie girl?”

My heart thunders in my chest, panic swelling up inside me. I can get away from him. He has a broken hand. Cal doesn’t want to hurt me. Not like them.

He kisses the top of my head. “You have a safe word. Use it. Do you remember it?”

“Chaos.”

“Good girl. Let’s practice.” He teases his fingers up my arm. It feels good until it reaches my neck.

The knife.

Pressing into me.

“C-Chaos,” I choke out when he touches the bandage.

His hand moves away. “See. You’re a good, good girl. Let’s try again.” He slides his hand over my stomach toward my pussy. Rather than touching me there, he sides it down to my thigh, gripping onto the spot that is still bruised.

“Chaos,” I whimper. “I’m sorry.”

“Shh,” he murmurs, his hand once again no longer touching me. “You think I don’t know you? You think I’m not right inside your head? I always have been, beautiful. It’s why we’re so connected. I know what you like and what scares you. I know your limits and you hold my leash. Together we’ll get through it. Even if it’s messy and fucked up, we’ll still get through it.”

“What if we can’t?”

“What if we can?”

“I’m being serious, Cal.”

“I am too. Fear can be debilitating. Don’t let it cripple you.”

He grabs the hem of my shirt and slowly eases it up. I allow him to rid me of my shirt. His fingers go to the clasp of my bra in the middle of my spine. With annoying, practiced ease, he flicks the snap, releasing it. My bra falls away, leaving me in my yoga pants.

“I’m scared,” I admit, my voice small and trembling.

“Scared, yes, but not defeated. Don’t forget your word, parasite.”

I snort at his stupid pet name as he kneels behind me. “Asshole.”

He kisses my spine as he eases my pants down over my hips. My heart is stuttering to the point I’m afraid it’ll stop. I whisper the safe word to see if I can say it. He hears. He somehow hears, pulling his hands away.

“I was just practicing,” I blurt out. “Go on.”

He kisses one of the dimples at the base of my back. “I’m going to lick your pussy. Unless you can’t handle that,” he taunts. “Say the word, loser. You know you want to.”

His taunting stokes the fire inside me.

“Nah, I’m good,” I joke, though my voice trembles. “I never say no to an orgasm.”

“Don’t forget,” he says, slapping my ass hard enough it stings. “You’re in charge. You always have been.”

A calm washes over me as he sheds me of the rest of my clothes. He rises to his feet and then begins undressing, albeit slowly because of his cast. Rather than assisting, I watch him, a growing hunger burning inside me. Once he’s naked and his beautiful pierced dick is bobbing eagerly, he sears me with a hot stare.

“I think we should nap instead.” He smirks. “Good night.”

I narrow my eyes in irritation as he lies down on the bed, flat on his back. He closes his eyes. I wait. One minute. Two.

“You dickhead,” I bite out, climbing onto the bed. “Tease.”

He grins, opening his green eyes. “Wanted to see if you were paying attention. Get on my face and let me kiss my pussy.”

His words thrill me. For a moment, I’m swept up in Cal, not thinking about that night or anyone. I straddle his head, grabbing onto the headboard. His hot breath tickles me as his hand caresses my ass.

“Come closer,” he growls. “Don’t be afraid of the big, bad wolf just because he bites.”

I chew on my bottom lip, slowly easing down. The second his tongue slides along my slit, I moan out in surprise. He doesn’t give me a chance to recover, simply squeezes my ass with his good hand, while he devours my pussy.

Pleasure zings through my every nerve ending. I shamelessly grind against his face, loving the way his tongue dips inside my pussy and his nose rubs against my clit. It’s messy and desperate, but I don’t care. He sucks on my pussy lips, even nipping at them from time to time. It’s overwhelming and crazy. I love it. I love him. I cry out when he runs his wicked tongue past my pussy to my ass, licking there too like he doesn’t have any sense. He then pushes his hot, wet tongue inside me, making me ache for his dick to replace it, stretching and filling me.

I’m trembling and aching with the need to come. It feels long overdue. Like I might explode if it doesn’t happen soon. Burning pain sears into me when his finger breaches my asshole, brutally exploring the depths there.

I’m not glass.

I won’t break.

Cal knows this and pushes me harder, making me realize this. It’s his way. Our way.

“Oh God,” I whimper, my muscles tightening as my climax builds.

He pulls his tongue out so he can suck on my clit, sending me hurtling over the edge. I cry out, whimpering his name, as I shudder wildly.

A strong hand grips my hip, yanking me down his torso. Panic swells up inside me again. My fingernails rake down his chest, scoring the flesh and leaving my mark. I whimper when his dick rubs against my ass.

“Look at me,” he commands. “My eyes, Charlie girl.”

I lock onto his green orbs.

“What’s your safe word?”

“Chaos.”

“Do you need to use it?”

My heart is thundering and my skin is crawling as nightmares lurk in every corner. But he’s not them. This is Cal. My Cal. My hero.

“No,” I breathe.

“Then get on my dick, loser.”

I smack his chest, laughing. Then, I grip his pierced dick and slide down over him with aching slowness. Panic has stolen my breath, but he doesn’t lift his hips to force himself inside. No, his loving eyes assess my every expression.

“I love you,” he reminds me. “Even if we never fuck again. I’ll just eat your pussy all day every day. I’m cool with—fuck!”

I shut him up by dropping all the way down on him. His big dick impales me, but in the best possible way. The fire between us is a blazing inferno, burning off the frayed, horrible memories. All I feel and see and know is him.

His fingers rub against my clit as I ride him, grinding against him in a needy way. I come before he does, a sharp battle cry, clenching around him as I do. A growl rumbles from him, my only warning before he floods his release into me. Exhausted and depleted of energy, I fall gently against his muscular chest. He strokes my hair as I listen to the thumping of his heart against his chest. His dick stays inside me where it belongs, still half-hard despite coming.

“I love you, Charlie girl. Never letting you go,” he murmurs, somehow always seeming to mirror my thoughts.

I lift up to stare down at him. My blond hair curtains around our faces. “What’s with the Charlie girl?”

“Sounds nicer than loser, loser.” His playfulness fades and he strokes his thumb along my jaw. “I had a dream once. When I thought I hated you.”

“A sex dream?”

“I don’t know,” he admits. “All I know is you were on top of me just like this. Staring at me like I was your everything. The two of us lost in our own little world.”

“Were you mad?”

“Later, hell yes. Right then, no. In my dream, I thought you were fucking perfect. I called you an angel.” He kisses my lips. “You told me to call you Charlie girl.”

“A silly dream.”

He strokes my shoulder. “Nah, angel, not silly at all.”

“Call me Charlie girl,” I say with a smile.

“I don’t think it was a dream,” he murmurs. “I think it was a memory. It just hadn’t happened yet.”
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Cal

 

This is not how I expected to spend Christmas Eve. I’m slightly annoyed because I had an entire romantic night planned for my fucking girl. Little Hoodlum had to go and fuck that up.

“How is it that your scowl is even hotter than your actual smile?” Loden asks, nudging my foot with his.

I lift my gaze to find everyone staring at me, amusement in their eyes. “What?”

“You should put that on your résumé when you apply for modeling jobs,” Loden says. “Maybe you should take your shirt off and walk around so I can give you some tips.”

Turning to look at Charlotte, I frown in confusion. “What the fuck is he going on about this time?”

She laughs. “Everyone is happy the baby is coming, but you’re mad. They’re just giving you shit.”

“I’m not mad the baby is coming,” I argue. “I’m mad that she decided to come tonight. I’m going to nickname her Cockblocker.”

“Because that’ll go over well with Jordy,” Hollis deadpans.

“You’d rather bang my sister-in-law than be here for Roux’s baby?” Roan asks, his pierced brow lifted. “You’re an asshole, man.”

Charlotte threads her fingers with mine. “My asshole.”

I lean in and kiss her neck that’s now bandage free. “Sorry. My mind is on other shit.”

“You okay?” she asks, running her fingers through my hair.

I shrug.

“Want to talk about it?”

“Later, loser.”

“So romantic,” Loden says with a laugh.

I flip him off, darting my eyes to the clock. How long until this damn baby gets here?

“We’re going to take a walk,” Charlotte announces. “Call me if anything happens.”

She stands up and pulls me to my feet. After we put on our coats, I follow my fucking girl like a lost puppy. We head outside where it’s snowing. Again. Fucking winter.

She walks us to my truck and then pulls down the bed. It’s ridiculous to sit out here in the snow, but she seems content on it. I grip her hips and lift her up to sit on it. Pushing her knees apart, I stand between them. Her nose turns pink quickly from the cold. I should stop being a pussy and go back inside.

I can’t, though.

I’m nuts about her and had this whole night planned for us.

Looks like I’ll have to improvise.

“I guess I’ll be the next dumbass Hoodlum to get married.” I take her cold hands in mine.

She laughs. “You’re crazy.”

“Crazy about you,” I growl, fishing the ring box from my pocket. “I had a whole romantic thing planned, but then Cockblocker up there decided to show up.”

“Cal!” She giggles, but her eyes are shining with delight.

I flip it open to show her the ring. It cost me, too. I’ll be paying back Dad until I’m dead most likely. I don’t care, though. She’s worth it.

“Charlotte, my beautiful parasite,” I murmur, kissing her cold knuckle. “You stole my soul and my heart. Might as well steal my last name too.”

“Wow,” she breathes. “Don’t quit your day job to become a romance writer. You kind of suck. Lucky for you, I understand your asshole language and am quite fluent. Yes, Cal Hutton, I will marry you.”

I slip the ring on her finger and yank her to me, kissing the fire out of her. I love this girl more than anyone in my entire life. She’s it for me. When we break for air, she pulls away, running her fingers through my hair.

“I’m still in high school.”

“So?”

“I want to marry you, but I also want to do things for me, too.”

“I’d never dream of taking anything from you. You know that.”

She nods. “I do.” Tenderly she touches her neck. “After…after what happened, it solidified one thing. I do want to be a doctor like Dad. I’m going to want to go to medical school. I don’t know where that’ll take me. It might take me out of Hood River.”

“And you don’t think I’ll follow your ass to the ends of the Earth?”

She smirks. “I guess you can terrorize high school students no matter where we go. That is, if you want to remain being a teacher.”

“I’m a fucking badass teacher,” I tell her with a shit-eating grin. “In fact, I was thinking about getting my master’s. I could really get away with being an asshole being a college professor.”

“Really? You want to do this? Get married, go where the wind takes us?”

“Will it eventually bring us back home?”

“It wouldn’t be Hood River without the King of Chaos.”

“And Queen Parasite.”

“I hate you,” she teases.

“Nah, you love me, English.” I grin at her. “I cannot wait to fucking call you Hutton.”

“Better than loser…”

“You like that too, loser.”

“Maybe a little.” She winks at me. “We better get back inside.”

I pull her off the truck and tuck her into my side. I feel like I’ve waited my entire life for life to begin, and now it’s finally getting started.
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“Emilia Noelle Martinez.” Charlotte grins at the mini Hoodlum sleeping in her arms. “She’s a Christmas miracle.”

Jordy grins from his rocking chair that he dragged over to be right next to Roux’s bed. They’re both obnoxiously happy. It makes me wonder if Charlotte and I look the same. While Jordy and Roux softly talk, I wrap an arm around Charlotte, pulling her close. Her body is tense as she admires the baby that is a perfect mix of Jordy and Roux.

I know she hurts for the baby she lost.

I can practically hear the sobs of injustice rattling inside her head.

“You okay?” I ask, kissing her head.

“Yes.”

“Want me to steal it?”

“Cal,” she hisses, but laughs. “It’s not an it. It’s a girl.”

“They’re so wrapped up in each other, they might not even notice if we took Little Cockblocker.”

“You’re such a freak.”

“We’d be doing the kid a service. Just think. In like sixteen years or so, Jordy’s ass will be back in prison. Mark my words.”

Charlotte shoots me a warning look.

“A little girl—his little girl—who looks like Roux, surrounded by Hood River idiot boys…” I shrug. “He’s going to kill them all. Hell, he’ll probably recruit me to help.”

She rolls her eyes. “You’re an idiot.”

“I’ll make Jordy my bitch in prison. I’m sure he’s used to it. Probably took it up the butt all the time.” I glance over at Jordy, who’s watching me with narrowed eyes. I wink at him. “Bet you let Jace be your daddy.”

Jordy leans forward, a fierce glint in his dark eyes. “Keep talking.”

Roux and Charlotte giggle at our antics.

When the new parents start talking softly again, I tuck Charlotte’s hair behind her ear and kiss her temple.

“She’s so beautiful,” Charlotte whispers, a slight crack in her voice. Envy. Sadness. Despair.

“Ours’ll be cuter.”

She turns to look at me with watery eyes.

“One day, Charlie girl. One day.”

A smile tugs at her lips as she nods. “One day. I’ll hold you to it.”

“I can assure you, my lovely fiancée, you will not need to remind me to knock your ass up. The second you decide to stop taking birth control, whether it be tomorrow or ten years from now, my super sperm will be inside you doing its damn job. That you can trust in.”

Love shines in her eyes. I know it’s the same look reflected in mine. And to think I actually tried to convince myself months ago that I could hate her.

I couldn’t hate her if I tried.

“You ready to give that baby up so we can go pretend to make one of our own?” I ask, pressing a kiss to her forehead.

“Five more minutes.”

“I’ve got the rest of my life, Hutton,” I say, already loving my last name as hers. “Take all the time you need. I’ll be right here. I’ll always be right here.”
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Terrence

The Day After Christmas

 

I can’t focus.

I can’t read.

I can’t fucking do anything.

Pressure mounts inside my skull, throbbing to the point it’s maddening. I rub at my temples, willing the pain to leave, but it never does.

No relief.

Never any relief.

The only time I feel like I have control over this shit is when I’m working out. I push my body to the point of exhaustion, desperate to redevelop the muscle tone I lost while in my coma. The therapists I have had to see are all fucking lame. I can dress myself and feed myself. Hell, I could fuck if I wanted to. I don’t need help with that shit. The limp I have will get worked out from gym time, not dumbass physical therapy exercises. That’s exactly what I told that dude too when I said we were done and not to come back. My neurologist is the one who’s mostly concerned, but the guy is always so fucking busy. I can’t wait two months to see him.

I’m at my wits’ end. Last night, I knew it was my end because I considered the unthinkable. That it’d go away if I just blew my goddamn head off.

Right now, as this fucking skull-crushing shit consumes me, I really wish I had that gun.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

The door pushes open and Garrett—or Dr. English—walks in. It’s strange seeing him in doctor mode. He’s not wearing a white lab coat or anything, but he’s dressed impeccably and has an aura of brilliance and confidence that he wears like a second skin.

I really, really hope he can help me.

“Terrence,” he greets. “A little surprised to see you today.”

“Yeah,” I say, pressing a finger into my temple.

“You look like shit. What’s up?”

I close my eyes and grit my teeth. Fuck this headache. “My head has been killing me, man. I can’t think. I can’t fucking focus. Your girl out front had to fill my paperwork out for me.” I reopen my eyes, squinting at him because the light is my nemesis right now.

“And you drove here feeling like this?” he asks, his brow lifted.

I shrug, wincing. “It’s snowing. I live like five miles from here. Sure as fuck wasn’t gonna walk.”

He walks over to the light switch and turns it off. The dull, muted gray light coming in from the window is our only light source. I could kiss him.

“Light bothers you?”

“Yep.”

“Sound?”

“Fuck yes.”

“What about changes in your vision? Any tunnel-like vision or colorful auras or zig-zags in your line of sight?”

“Sometimes.”

“I’m going to check a few things, but you might be suffering from migraines.”

No shit, Sherlock.

He smirks at my sardonic expression. “And I’m going to give you something for them. I’m going to perform a full physical first, though. I’d prefer to make my own assessments rather than read what the hospital doctor had to say.”

We spend the next half hour or so with him checking everything from my temperature to pressing on the scars on my head. I’m eager to get the prescription to see if it brings me some relief.

“You found a job yet?” he asks when he finishes up.

“Nope.”

“Have you tried?”

I shrug. “I can’t look at the computer for more than ten seconds. What’s the point?”

“Do you feel like that a lot?”

“Like what?”

“Like there’s no point?”

Yes.

“No,” I lie.

“How do you feel about your scars?”

“Fuckin’ ugly as fuck.”

He sighs. “Listen. I’m going to be straight with you. From what I’ve observed since you’ve come out of your coma compared to before the accident, you’re different. It’s understandable considering what you went through. No one’s expecting you to be all smiles. That accident has physically changed you. Disfigured you.”

I flip him off. Blunt like his fucking kid, Penny.

“I’m not insulting you,” he continues. “I’m simply stating that it’s impacting your mental health.”

I glower at him. “What the fuck does that mean?”

“I’m not a psychiatrist, but having had children who suffer from disorders like anxiety and depression, I’m able to pick up on the signs.”

“Do I look anxious?” I snap.

“Do you feel anxious?” he throws back. “Do you feel overwhelmed?”

“What do you think?”

“Terrence, man, help me help you. Do you ever have dark thoughts? Suicidal ones?”

“Like wanting to blow your fucking head off because your head hurts so goddamn bad and it never goes away?” I snap. “Naw, man, never.”

“Behavioral changes can often be an indicator of mental disorders,” he says, undeterred. “I’m going to prescribe you an antidepressant and a low-dose anxiety medication. I want to see you in a week. The migraine meds plus these others might help you see significant improvement. I also want you to get back to physical therapy.”

“My body is fine,” I grumble.

“I watched your big ass limp in here. When you can walk through here without limping, maybe I’ll believe that.” He studies me for a long beat. “I want to help you, Terrence. I’m on your side. You know this or you wouldn’t have sought me out.”

He’s right.

I know he’s right.

“All right,” I concede. “Sorry for being a whiney bitch.”

“You’re not a whiney bitch,” he assures me. “Maybe a punk-ass bitch, but not a whiney one.”

I laugh. “You’re an asshole like Penny.”

“At least she has her mother’s looks going for her,” he jokes. “Okay, I’ll get these sent to the pharmacy you have listed. Do you need a ride home?”

“Nah, I’m fine.”

He purses his lips together. I know he doesn’t believe me, but I am not about to let this dude run me around town because I have a fucking headache.

“Thanks,” I grit out as we walk out of his office together.

He follows me into the lobby area where a man and a little girl are waiting to be seen. I squint, focusing on the guy who’s filling out paperwork.

It’s Jack fucking Henderson.

My gaze drops to the little girl. Curly, white-blond hair, light brown skin. She can’t be more than five. Her bottom lip pouts out, a slight tremble to it. Garrett is speaking to me, but I’ve tuned him out. Something has me walking forward, needing to see her up close. The little girl tilts her head up, familiar brown eyes staring back at me. Brown eyes I look at every goddamn day.

Lacey.

Goddammit, Lacey.

What the fuck did you do?

“Where’s Lacey?” I bark out at Jack.

His head snaps up, shock morphing his features at seeing me. He bursts to his feet, anger flaring in his eyes. “She’s still in Florida.”

This dude is sketchy as fuck.

“Give me her number. Her address,” I demand.

He snatches the little girl’s hand, dragging her away from me. “No.”

“Man, I’m not playin’ with you. Give me her fucking number.”

The little girl starts to cry, which only seems to enrage Jack further. He scoops her up and hauls ass out of Garrett’s clinic. I glare through the glass as he puts the girl in the backseat of his car and then peels out, fishtailing in the snow.

The migraine has been intensified by the fury coursing through my veins. I clutch onto the wall to keep from falling to my ass.

“Terrence,” Garrett says softly, mindful of my migraine. “What was that?”

I turn to face him, unable to shake the mixture of confusion and anger and betrayal infecting my every cell. “That’s my fucking kid, man.”

 

The end…for now.

Up next is Hood River Zero!
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Listen on Spotify here.

 

“I Really Want You to Hate Me” by Meg Myers

“White Noise” by Badflower

“Pain Told Love” by Tribe Society

“Love on the Brain” by Cold War Kids & Bishop Briggs

“Loud(y)” by Lewis Del Mar

“Spoiled” by flor

“Crossfire” by Stephen

“War of Hearts” by Ruelle

“Heroin” by Badflower

“DWI” by MISSIO

“The Devil You Know” by X Ambassadors

“Hi-Lo (Hollow)” by Bishop Briggs

“Outta My System” by Tribe Society

“Ghost” by Badflower

“Middle Fingers” by Missio
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Misty, thank you for always encouraging me no matter what! Love you!

 

A big thank you to my author friends who have given me your friendship and your support. You have no idea how much that means to me.
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A big thanks to Nicole Blanchard with Indie Sage PR for being there for me every step of the ways! Love ya, lady!
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Give Me Yesterday

Sunshine and the Stalker

Bidding for Keeps

B-Sides and Rarities

Conheartists

Cocksure Ace

 

Paranormal Romance Standalones:

Apartment 2B

Running Free

Mad Sea

Cold Queen

Delinquent Demons

 

Hood River Hoodlums:

Hood River Rat (Book 1)

Little Hoodlum (Book 2)

Campfire Chaos (Book 3)

 

War & Peace Series:

This is War, Baby (Book 1)

This is Love, Baby (Book 2)

This Isn’t Over, Baby (Book 3)

This Isn’t You, Baby (Book 4)

This is Me, Baby (Book 5)

This Isn’t Fair, Baby (Book 6)

This is the End, Baby (Book 7—a novella)

 

Lost Planet Series:
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2 Lovers Series:

Text 2 Lovers (Book 1)
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Pretty New Doll (Book 3)
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Vlad (Book 1)

Ven (Book 2)

Vas (Book 3)
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Camden
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Gluttony
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Truths and Lies Duet:

Hidden Truths

Stolen Lies

 

Books Only Sold on K’s Website and Eden Books:
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The Free
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Bad Bad Bad

This is War, Baby

Like Dragonflies

 

The Breaking the Rules Series:

Broken (Book 1)

Wrong (Book 2)

Scarred (Book 3)
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