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Chapter One

HEARTBREAKER
I’m three feet from the door when I see it. Blood. Splattered all across the

pavement. I cringe involuntarily. I hate the sight of blood, not generally, but in
the parking lot behind my shop, I definitely hate the sight of blood. It’s bad for
business, and frankly, it’s disgusting.

Still hovering undecidedly on my way to the door, I glance across the empty
lot to the warehouse so annoyingly located behind my place. I have half a mind
to march straight in there and have it out with Marcus. Again. But what’s the
use?

I’m contemplating the words I’d like to rant at my asshole of a brother
right now, and wondering which ones might actually make a difference, when I
hear the grinding of rocks under thick rubber soles. Combat boots. I’ve heard
the sound a million times over the last fifteen years, I don’t even have to turn
around to know it’s her.

“Ugh! Why do those fuckers always have to spit right in our walkway?”
Sketch stops right beside me, her face matching my expression.

“I’m starting to think Marcus tells them to. Like, this is the designated bust-
ed mouth corner of the lot.”

Sketch starts to smirk when it’s evident another thought crosses her mind
and she scowls even more deeply than she did before. “Ew. I just had a really
horrible visual.”

That’s enough to finally get me moving again. “Well, don’t tell me. I don’t
want to know.” I jump over the bloody graffiti on my way to the door and I
can hear Sketch moving right behind me, hot on my tail. She’s going to tell me.
Going to scar my brain with whatever disgusting horrors her dark twisty mind
conjured up.

“It just occurred to me that spitting isn’t the only possible explanation for
this kind of pattern.”
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“I don’t want to know!” I shout, tempted to cover my ears but my hands are
busy fumbling in my purse in search of keys so I don’t.

“What if this is actually the busted nose section and they’re just blowing
bloody snot all over here? That would explain the texture.”

“Oh my Gawd, Sketch! You just made me throw up in my mouth.”
“Well, if it happens again, I’m pretty sure the designated spot for that is

over by the dumpsters.” Her gleeful tone suggests she’s no longer as put off by
this whole thing now that she’s found the entertainment value in it. Meanwhile,
I’m feeling slightly traumatized by the last five minutes of my life.

I unlock the door and hurry inside to deactivate the alarm. I panic every
damn morning, thinking I’m going to be the one to set it off. The stupid thing
gives me more anxiety than it gives me peace of mind, but with Marcus run-
ning his new business right behind my shop, I really don’t have a choice. I’ve
invested too much in this place to risk losing any of it to my shady big brother
or any of the unsavory characters he’s been attracting ever since word got out
about the smoker he’s running out of the old warehouse. Amateur MMA fights,
technically legal in this state, except there’s nothing legal about the way Marcus
is doing things. Which reminds me that a bit of blood outside my back door is
the least of my worries, even if it is laced with snot.

“I think it’s time we talk about hiring a manager again.” Sketch throws her
messenger bag onto the small desk at her station in passing while I walk around
flipping on all the lights.

“You know we can’t do that. Not now.” I unlock the front door for the other
girls who will start to trickle in here at some point during the next hour. As long
as everyone is ready to work when the first client walks in, I don’t give a damn
what time they show up.

“Well, you can’t keep doing this either. You’re here from open ‘til close six
days a week. I can tell by the black slugs you’ve got chillin’ under your eyeballs
you’re not sleeping. Your skinny jeans are fucking baggy and I’m pretty sure
your niece’s seen me more in the last month than she’s seen you.”

I sigh, dropping myself into one of our extra cushy waiting chairs. “You’re
right. Madi spending this much time with you is definitely a problem.”

“You’re a dick.”
“And you suck. See, we’re a perfect match.” I laugh at my stupid joke. I really

am tired.
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Sketch walks toward me. Without saying a word, she bends over and yanks
off my left boot.

“What the hell are you doing?”
I try to kick free from the grip she has on my right ankle, but it’s no use. My

other boot goes flying across the waiting area.
“There. Now curl up on that chair and take a nap. I’ll set up.”
I try to argue but she just flattens her palm against the side of my face and

smushes me down into the cushions. “Yeah, yeah. I know. Dipshit is still out
there somewhere. I’ll deal with his ass too if he comes around. Now sleep.”

I hate the idea of sleeping while Sketch does all the work, especially when
that work includes my family messes. She shouldn’t have to clean up after me
like this. But she does. Because she’s my best friend and that’s what best friends
do.

“I said sleep, bitch.”
“Stop being so bossy!”
“Stop being three!”
“Hey, that’s my line!” But considering I’m tempted to ask for a snack and a

blanket, I don’t pursue the argument any further. I do however pull my knees
up to my chest and close my eyes. A little nap suddenly seems like the most
grown up thing I could do right now.

After a little sleep, the day doesn’t seem half bad. Work is steady and the
girls are all in good spirits despite the constant aggravation of having Marcus
lurking around. Before I know it, Sketch is shoving me out the door, insisting
on closing up on her own tonight.

I let her, if only because I haven’t had dinner with Madi in nearly two weeks.
Hopefully I catch her before Pru shoves some healthy, homemade meal down
her throat.

“If you got a hot new pool guy and didn’t tell me, you and I are no longer
friends, Pru,” I yell the second I enter her house through the service door. Be-
cause it’s more like a mansion. And she actually has ‘service’ people. I’m not sure
what the legit term is these days. I guess they’re maids? I don’t know. This house
is so huge and their ways are so foreign, I actually do feel like I enter a different
country every time I walk through the door.

“Nope, it’s still man-boobs Bob, and he was here yesterday,” she calls back.
I’m guessing from the kitchen, so I head that way.
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“There you are.” I’m slightly out of breath by the time I find her. “If it’s not
man-boobs Bob, whose big-ass truck is in my spot?”

Pru’s brow crinkles for a second, her wispy blonde bangs brushing her fore-
head. In all the years I’ve known her, those damn bangs have always been there.
“I told him not to park there.” She shakes her head. “I swear, it doesn’t matter
how old they get, kids still only ever hear half of what you tell them.”

I’m totally not following. “One of the girls get a new boyfriend, what?”
Pru stares back at me blankly, a hint of her usual superiority reminding me

she still thinks I’m an idiot half of the time. We’ve never been close, but we’ve
moved past the point of simply tolerating each other for the sake of the one
thing tying our otherwise polar opposite families together. Our niece, Madi.
“When is the last time we talked? Lucas is home. Got back on Sunday. That’s
his truck in your spot.”

“Oh.” I clear my throat, trying to dislodge the fist-sized ball of anxiety that
just leapt to my tonsils. I haven’t seen Lucas in five years. Not since my father
passed away. Not since he stayed with me during what turned out to be the
most pivotal moment of my life. But none of that matters. All that matters is
that Lucas is Pru’s son. And he’s home. And I’m happy for her.

“I could have sworn I told you this.” She shakes her head, probably at me.
Because I can’t remember things. Only this, this I definitely would have remem-
bered.

“How long is he home for this time?” My pitch is unnaturally high. I’ll need
to fix that before I open my mouth again.

She smiles and it’s the happiest I think I’ve ever seen her. “For good. He’s
home for good.”

I’m such an ass. Why am I still standing here? “I am the worst ever. Seri-
ously, Pru. I feel like such a jerk. Why am I even here? I shouldn’t be here. I
should collect Madi and get out so you can relish the feeling of having your old-
est kid back under your roof, safe and sound, and definitely without any silly
interruptions from me.” She hasn’t had that in ages. Not since he up and left
with the Army almost seven years ago. Two deployments and years of being sta-
tioned overseas later, I can’t even imagine what it would be like to finally have
him home again.

I head for the door to the living room just as it swings open and nearly hits
me right in the face.
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“Shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there.” A strong hand paired perfectly with
the deep smooth sound of his voice, grabs my elbow just as I tumble backward.

“No, it’s fine. Really.” I quickly shake my arm from his grip. I don’t know
why, but I have a sudden sense I need to hightail it for the back door and race
from the premises before something bad happens. And I don’t mean bad like
getting hit in the face by a door. I mean really bad. Get arrested for it bad. “Hey,
Lucas.”

“Liv! I had no idea you were here. Why the hell didn’t anyone say some-
thing?” Given the fact that I’ve shoved both hands into my pockets and out of
his reach, he wastes no time in wrapping me up in a hug I seriously should have
seen coming. He ambushed me with one last time I saw him as well.

“I told you she’d show up sooner or later to pick up Madi.” Pru comes up
beside us, still drying her hands with her dish towel, and it occurs to me I never
did find out what she was doing in here when I arrived.

“Yes, and speaking of Madi, I should find her so we can get out of here.” I
try to make my way for the door once more and this time it’s Pru who catches
my elbow.

“Don’t be crazy. You’re practically family.”
I’m not. I’m really not. And never in my life have I felt as strongly about

this very important detail as I do right at this moment. Standing here, ogling
her son, who is absolutely too young for me, but who I am most definitely not
related to.

“Um, okay,” I say, still trying to find a way out but not really seeing one. “If
you’re sure.” She seems to be because she’s already walking me back toward the
island, leading me straight for a barstool to take my seat.

“Of course I’m sure. Coffee?” She doesn’t wait for me to answer. There’s no
need to. I always want coffee. And outside of the girls at the shop, Pru’s pret-
ty much the only other adult I see these days, which is weird if you think too
much about it, so I don’t. Point being, she knows I want coffee.

Meanwhile, Lucas is standing catty-cornered from me, a bottle of water in
his hands while he stares at me, making no secret of it, by the way.

“Is it my hair? Did it do something crazy in the near collision?” It does that
sometimes. There’s a lot of it, and it’s curly. There’s no controlling anything that
happens up there so I’ve adapted the whole out of sight out of mind approach
when dealing with it.
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He smirks. “I don’t think it had anything to do with our near collision.”
Oh, good. Still the same old smartass he was before. I guess I can draw some

sense of comfort from that.
I fight the urge to reach up and pat down the tsunami waves of curls on top

of my head, and instead return his stare.
“Is...is it my hair?” He feigns concern as he softly taps the top of his head,

touching his nearly non-existent fuzz. I’m guessing it’s been a week since he
shaved it last. Two weeks tops.

“It is, actually. Or, it was. I think it all got scared and took off.”
He smirks just as his mother comes up behind him, reaching her hand for

his head and running her palm over his stubble.
“I can’t wait until it all grows back. I swear, for a boy, he has the prettiest

hair. I used to let it grow out when he was little; it was so lovely.” A reminiscent
gaze washes over her and she smiles warmly.

“I bet you loved that.” I grin at Lucas who is being an exceptionally good
son right now and silently tolerating his mother’s trip down memory lane.

“It was grand. I still say a daily prayer of thanks that Hailey was born before
I started school.” He finally shrugs out of her embrace and starts moving toward
the row of barstools lined up next to me.

“I can only imagine.” I feel weird. This bantering back and forth. I mean, it’s
what we’ve always done, but somehow now it feels different. Not to mention,
joking with Pru’s son right in front of her is making me paranoid it could be
misinterpreted as flirting. And I’m definitely not doing that. Which I’m sure
everyone else in the room knows. Except for me.

“Speaking of having daughters, any idea where the girls are?” I haven’t seen
Madi since she left for school this morning, but that’s pretty standard during
the week. I see her off in the a.m. and then track her down here sometime be-
fore dinner. Or, as of late, after. Pru and her family have been a godsend in that
department, filling in while I’m stuck at the shop. Knowing my seventeen-year-
old is safe and hanging with her besties is about as content as a parent slash aunt
can get in lieu of actually being present.

“Passed them on my way in here. They were headed to the pool. Ash made
a big announcement about doing homework out there, so I’m guessing it’s not
done...and they’re not doing it.” He busies himself screwing the cap back on his
now empty water bottle, but I can tell he’s fighting back a smile. “Also, the Den-
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nison’s grandson is next door mowing the lawn with his shirt off.” And there’s
the real reason.

“Those little hornballs.” Not that I’m judging. I’m just aware, trying to ride
that fine line between letting girls be girls and preventing an early onset of
grand-motherhood, or grand-aunt- hood. I’m never sure where we land with
the terminology there. I mean, I’m the only parental figure the kid’s got left, but
there are no good words for aunt who doubles as mother who really only stum-
bled into the role five years ago.

“I guess we should be grateful they’re in our own backyard while they drool
over half-naked men from a distance.” Pru stifles a laugh by having a sip of her
coffee.

I’m trying hard not to giggle myself. “Am I the only one who wants to go
spy on them right now?”

Pru’s headed for the family room before I even finish and I’m hot on her
heels. From in here we have a clear shot of the girls out on the pool deck, as
well as the neighbor’s backyard and the twenty-one-year-old man-child riding
his tractor mower thing back and forth.

“Well, can’t say I blame them. Look at that kid. He’s definitely been work-
ing out.”

“Okay, that’s gross, Ma.” I didn’t even realize Lucas had followed us in here.
“I’m with your kid on this one. I mean, he has muscles like a man...and he’s

cute...but he’s like...twelve.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Lucas staring again and it makes me un-

easy. Probably because in my mind, men only stare at women like that for one
reason. But he’s not a man, he’s Pru’s son, and to him, I’m likely an old lady now,
so I’m feeling stupid for even thinking about it one way or the other.

Lucas
It’s weird seeing them together. Liv and my mother, getting along. Even

now, they couldn’t be any more different from each other if they tried. Where
my mother never has a single one of her blonde hairs out of place, Liv may or
may not even own a brush. The way her raven colored curls seem to be loosely
piled on top of her head, I’m guessing she styled it by hanging her head out of
the window while driving. And I’m not knocking it. It looks fucking hot. Like,
I want to run my fingers through it and get them stuck there hot.
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The small cluster of flowers she has tattooed at the corner of her left eye are
a new shade of purple. At first I didn’t notice because it was covered by her wild
hair, but as soon as she pulled a few strands back and tucked them behind her
ear, the ink was undeniable. And sexy as hell.

Then there’s the way they dress. My mom is exceptionally conservative. Add
to that, my father makes more money than God, so everything she owns is
worth a small fortune. Expensive clothes have a way of looking restricting and
uncomfortable. Ironically. And therefore, my mother always looks slightly re-
stricted. And uncomfortable.

Not Liv. She may as well be dressed in sweats the way she’s casually mosey-
ing about in her jeans and long-sleeved t-shirt. There’s a sense of freedom about
her. She was missing it last time I saw her, but it’s back now. It’s so intense, I al-
most envy her for it.

“I think maybe you two need to go back to the kitchen before anyone sees
you. I don’t think Andrew will mind being checked out by a couple of cougars
in heat, but Ash and Madi will definitely have a problem with it.”

My mother’s expression is pained. “Did you just call me a cougar in heat?”
“Ma,” I shake my head, “He’s younger than I am.”
Liv’s nose crinkles at my comment, but she remains silent. She’s always done

this: internalized her thoughts. It makes me want to find her buttons and push
them. See what I can make her say out loud. Always has, only now I finally have
the balls to do it.

“Huh. He wasn’t when you left.” My mother shrugs but willingly lets me
herd her back to the kitchen.

“Ma, that doesn’t even make any sense.”
“It kind of does,” Liv offers her perspective. “You were eighteen when you

left, and in mom years, you stay locked there until you come back. Meanwhile,
Andrew didn’t even come into existence until he was of age; therefore, he was
never younger than you, and in fact has been older than you for quite some time.
Until now.”

I stand corrected. She talks plenty now. Just about random shit that con-
tains literally no logic or reason.

“Well, there you have it. And that’s why you two are finally friends. You’re
both nuts.” I linger in the doorway, unable to decide if I’m coming or going now
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that they’re back in the kitchen and at a safe distance from the girls and An-
drew.

Liv eyes me for a second, then turns toward my mother, starting a new con-
versation about my sister and Madi’s new softball coach and her dislike of the
new practice times. As much as I’d like to, I know I don’t have shit to add here,
so, I turn and walk out. I can’t help but feel like that was her intention all along.

I get halfway down the hall when I decide I’m not letting her get rid of me
that easily. I haven’t patiently waited the last five years for this moment to come
creeping along just to let her blow me off the way she always does. I’m not a
fucking teenager anymore. It’s about damn time she realizes that.

Marching back toward the kitchen with a stubborn sense of determination,
I nearly collide with her a second time.

“Shit, Lucas. Didn’t they teach you how to watch where you’re going in the
army?” She stumbles backward, clearly flustered by our near crash.

I lean in automatically, reaching out to steady her, and the scent of her
shampoo hits me. Before I know it, I’m breathing in violet and pomegranate
along with something sweet I can’t begin to define because the combination
of scents and her close proximity is literally obliterating every thought in my
brain.

“Uh.” Shit. Say something. “You smell really fucking good.” Not that. Don’t
say that.

Instantly, she steps back and takes her tantalizing aroma with her.
“Um. Thank you?” Her hands begin to fidget at her stomach. “That was

weird.”
“It was.” I nod, my head clearing rapidly now that I’m no longer being

drugged by her scent. “I’m sorry. It’s just...been a while...since I smelled a
woman?” Pretty sure that didn’t make it any less weird.

Her mouth twitches momentarily before moving into a lopsided grin.
“Turn around, Lucas. Go back down the hall. Hang around your sister’s room.
The one that’s twenty. She has friends over all the time, all of whom I’m sure
would love to let you smell them.”

I glance down at the tile floor sheepishly. “I’ll give that a shot then. Thanks.”
So much for taking charge and letting her know I’m the kind of man she

should take seriously now. I knew she’d never make it easy, but damn, I was real-
ly counting on her at least being left with a lingering impression of the last night
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we spent together before I left last time. It’s certainly been with me ever since.
And so has she.
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Chapter Two

HEARTBREAKER
I haven’t been back to see Pru in over a week. She’s called me several times

to check in, and each time I’ve skirted the issue. I’m avoiding her house. No.
I’m avoiding what now lives in her house. And so far, it hasn’t been too hard.
Work is always an easy out, and on days like today, when we have back to back
appointments, no one is surprised when I text Madi and suggest she invite her-
self to dinner at the McNealys’.

“You gonna stare at that calf all day or you gonna put some ink on it?”
Mouth is hovering over my shoulder, breathing down my neck. She’s so freaking
close I can feel the drawstring of her hoodie tickling the back of my bare shoul-
der.

“Would you back the fuck up? I’m trying to work here.”
She smirks but takes a step back just the same. “Is that some new laser tattoo

technique you’re developing? Where you can sear it into his skin via your death
ray eyeballs?”

Suddenly, Dallas, the guy who’s getting the new ink, pops his head up to
stare back at us, an unexpected panic flashing in his eyes. “It’s the mole isn’t it?!
It’s cancer. I knew it.”

I shake my head, laughing. “Dude, I’m not your fucking dermatologist, so
I really can’t say. But if you’re worried about this splotchy little number above
your ankle, I can tell you I’ve seen some sketchier shit than that and been told
the doc cleared it as perfectly normal.”

“Damn, woman. If it’s not cancer, what’s the hold up?” I’d say Dallas is
about a year and a half out from being one hundred percent covered in art, and
about ninety percent of what he already has is my work, so he’s allowed to talk
to me like that. And he knows it. That’s key right there. I’d let a lot of peo-
ple mouth off to me, ‘cause frankly, I can take it. Just most people don’t realize
they’d get away with it.
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“I know what her problem is,” Princess pipes up from the station across
from me. “I’ve seen that expression before. Girl’s got cock face all the way.”

I drop the hand that’s been hovering with a needle over Dallas’s flesh for
the last five minutes into my lap. “I’m sorry, what now? What the hell is cock
face? And I’m only asking for curiosity sake. I can tell you without knowing,
that cock face is most definitely not what I’m dealing with.”

“No, I think she’s right.” Mouth nudges me from behind with her elbow.
“Who is he? Whose dick is turning your brain to mush and giving you that
blank, braindead expression?”

Cock face. I get it now. I swear, these girls are so fucking crass, sometimes I
think they all grew up in the same truck stop.

“You guys are all out of your minds. The only dick around here I ever think
about is Marcus and that’s just because he won’t fucking disappear. Now if you
all don’t mind, I’d like to close up shop sometime today so I can see my kid be-
fore she goes to bed tonight.”

I shake my shoulders dramatically because I can feel Mouth inching her
way over again. She leans back briefly to avoid being hit and then dips her head
down next to mine again to whisper, “It’s cool, girl. You can tell us who he is
later.”

I press my lips together tightly, clenching my jaws to keep from saying any-
thing else, and then finally, get started on the ridiculous SpaghettiOs tat Dallas
ordered up today. Apparently it’s some sort of homage to his grandmother and
the Sunday afternoons he spent with her as a kid. Personally, I think he could
have done better than canned macaroni, but then Dallas isn’t all that advanced
in the sentimental department.

It takes less than five minutes before I’m completely engulfed in what I’m
doing, the hum of the needle suddenly powerful enough to drown out the en-
tire world. I like that. I learned a long time ago I could zone in on it and com-
pletely forget about everything else around me. Today the effect is not as per-
manent as I’d like it to be, and I continue to notice Mouth traipsing past every
fifteen minutes or so to watch me.

I knew I’d never be able to hide this from them. It’s not like I’m trying to.
It’s just that I’m not entirely sure what this is yet. Am I really off my game be-
cause of some twenty-five-year-old kid? Because he is. A fucking kid. At twen-
ty-five he’s right there in the middle of all the shit you have to figure out before
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you even come close to knowing who you’re supposed to be. I remember. And
just because he’s clearly been shedding his more boyish features and does seem
to exude an alarming amount of testosterone, it’s hardly enough reason for me
to be panting like a cougar in heat.

Goddammit. Now I’m grinning because I used his stupid expression. Like
we’re bonded or something.

And I’m twelve.
Grand.
The kid is turning me into a prepubescent child as well.
“Holy shit, she’s blushing!”
Fucking Mouth.
“Don’t you have fucking work to do outside of torturing me?”
She shrugs. “Waiting on Sketch to finish up the outline. We’re tag-teaming

this dude’s chest piece. Massive cock fight. Ha ha. That’s, like, our theme today.”
She raises her eyebrows dramatically, her lips hitched up in a wicked grin.
“Cock.”

I can hear Princess giggle five feet over but I ignore her. I ignore them all.
One. Two. I just need to zone in on the hum. Three. Lucas. FUCK.
It’s after ten when our last client leaves and it’s just us girls left at the shop. I

can hear Cherry and Princess laughing in the back, and I’m pretty sure they’re
busy changing into something slinky while making plans for all the boys they
plan to seduce tonight. Well, Princess anyway. Cherry’s not quite up to seduc-
tion. She’s still hovering in tease.

“You two about done?” Mouth and Sketch are still in the middle of clean-
ing up after their joint gig. They must have spent two hours on it and they’re
not even close to being finished.

“Just about.” Sketch ties up the trash bag and lifts it out of the can, prepar-
ing to take it out back. “Don’t go anywhere. We need to talk.”

I hadn’t planned on leaving, but now I’m tempted to make a run for it.
Sketch and I have been in this together the longest. Interned at the same shop
almost seventeen years ago. She’s seen me through more shit than any other per-
son on this earth, and she knows me inside out.

“Oh, I’m sticking around for this chat.” Mouth finishes stocking the last
of the supplies and comes to lean up against the counter beside me. “Seriously,
though. You okay?”
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I nod. Then shake my head. Then nod again.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t quite get that.” She grins and finally I laugh.
“You guys are going to think I’m so fucking dumb when I say it out loud.”
Sketch walks back into the room just in time to hear me. “If it makes you

feel any better, we frequently think you’re really fucking dumb even when you
say nothing at all.”

I tilt my head sideways and glare at her. “Charming.”
“Do we need to sit down for this?” Mouth starts to clap excitedly. “Oh, do

we need snacks?”
“No!” I throw my hands up as if that could stop the madness. “It’s not even

that big of a deal. You’re all blowing this way out of proportion.”
“Then just spit it out already.” Sketch has both hands propped on her hips

and I know stall time is over.
“Fine. Lucas is back.”
Mouth contorts her face in confusion. “Who?”
“Lucas. As in Pru’s son, Lucas.” I run both hands through my hair as if

pulling my curls back will somehow help me retrieve all the words about to
fall out of my mouth. “It’s like he’s this bizarre contradiction of man and child.
Like, in my brain, I’ve always labeled him as ‘kid’. I’m friends with his mom. His
sisters hang with my kid. Hence, he was lumped into the kid category. I like him
there. Then I saw him again and I remembered he is not a kid. He’s not built
like one, he doesn’t have a face like one, and he definitely, doesn’t walk like one.”
This seemed important in my mind. His walk. Nay, his swagger. He has grown
ass man swagger. Not the cocky kind boys try to fake...the real kind. The confi-
dent kind.

“Are you saying you have a thing for Pru’s son? Like, a for real thing this
time?” If Sketch raises her brow any further it’ll disappear in her hairline.

“No. I’m definitely not saying that. I’m saying...I don’t know what I’m say-
ing.” I shake my head. “No, wait. Yes, I do. I’m saying, he makes me uncomfort-
able. Like, he’s making me think too much about how I need to act around him
because I’m scared I’ll do something or say something completely inappropri-
ate. Not because I want to jump his bones, but because I would treat him the
same way I treat any one of the guys that comes in here. Only I can’t do that,
because he’s Pru’s kid. Thus, I should treat him as such.”
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Mouth shakes her head as if it hurts. “You’re not making any sense, and
that’s bad. I can usually follow your rambling bullshit no problem, but this...I’m
lost.”

“It’s the avocado predicament.” Sketch states plainly, as if that explained it
all, except her explanation is going to require some explaining.

“Care to elaborate on that?”
She rolls her eyes like we’re idiots. “You ever go to the store to pick up

some avocados because you’re jonesing for some fresh guac? Then you get there
and find the avocado bin and you get all excited because they’re that dark, al-
most black color and you get all happy with anticipation because you just know
you’re going to pick them up and they’re going to be perfectly ripe when you
touch them? Only then you do and that motherfucker is hard as a rock? And
now you’re fucked because you still want guac but your perfect looking avoca-
dos aren’t ready yet, even though at first glance, you thought they were. The
outside is ripe looking...the inside is not.”

I feel like I should stop her before she hurts herself. Or I hurt her. This is the
stupidest analogy I’ve ever heard. “So, if I understand correctly, you’re compar-
ing my sex drive to a guacamole craving and you’re saying that Lucas was just the
first guy I found in the avocado bin and I got excited at the site of his ripe body,
and then discovered he’d never be able to provide the guacamole I’m after. But
now, I’m conflicted because I still want the guac...and he looked so tasty?”

She nods. “Yeah. Like I said. The avocado predicament.”
“Well, thanks. I don’t think that helped me with my problem at all, and,

now I’m craving Mexican.”
Mouth’s face lights up with mischief. “There’s always Carlos.” The guy who

runs the twenty-four-hour tow truck service on the corner.
“You’re a dumbass. I meant Mexican food. Not a Mexican.”
“I’m saying. We all know Carlos is ripe and ready.” She wiggles her eyebrows

and I start to laugh in spite of myself.
“Thanks, but I’m still sticking to food. I’m staying on the man-free diet I’ve

been on. It’s healthier for me.” And far less distracting, which is what I need. At
least until Marcus disappears again.

Lucas
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I’VE ONLY BEEN BACK for twelve days and I’m already bored out of my
fucking mind. I know my mom wants nothing more than for me to just fall into
step beside my dad and head off to the office where I can take my rightful spot
in the family business, but I’m just not there yet. I’m not sure I ever will be.

“Wanna go see a movie?”
Hailey looks up at me from her bed where she’s been lying for the last three

hours, buried in some romance novel or another. The girl’s been a booknerd
since she was four. I’m pretty sure she’s the smartest one of us all, even if she
does like to hide her brains behind bare chested men, ripped with muscles and
covered in tattoos.

“Do you care if I read on the way? I’ve got like fifty pages left and there’s no
way I’m putting this book down before I’m done.”

I screw my mouth up, slightly disgusted at the thought. “Depends. Are you
going to be reading about people doing it while you’re sitting right next to me?”

She shrugs. “Probably. They’ve been doing it since the first page. I don’t
imagine they’re about to stop now when they’re about to admit they really do
love each other.” Her eyes keep traveling back and forth over the rim of the
book, moving from the page to me, and I’m pretty sure I’m going to lose this
one if I make her choose. “So, that’s a no then?”

I groan loudly. I just want to get out of this fucking house with another hu-
man being who isn’t me or my mother. “Fuck. Fine. But if you start moaning or
licking your lips excessively, I’m throwing the book from the truck.”

“Have you ever actually read a book, Lucas? Generally speaking, it’s a very
internal experience. And I can assure you, I have read many a hot scene sitting
right next to you, Ash and even Mom and Dad, and I have never so much as
blushed or given any indication of the smut I was exposing myself to right un-
der everyone’s nose.” She smirks and I realize for the first time, she’s not at all
like the little girl I remember from before I left. Not that thirteen was all that
little, but it sure as shit seems like it right about now.

“Who are you?” I shake my head in disgust and pull the door shut behind
her as she comes out to join me in the hall. “What happened to baby Hayes?
The cute one. The one who reads books about horses.”
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“She found a book with cowboys in it and moved on.”
We’ve barely made it two steps when Ash and Madi pop their heads out of

the next room. “Where are there cowboys?”
“Done swooning over Andrew and his lawnmower, are we?” I swear, I spent

months shacked up in barracks with men who hadn’t gotten laid in ages and
were still less obsessed with sex than these girls. It’s kind of terrifying actually.

“Psh, that was days ago. Besides, he has a girlfriend anyway,” Ashlynn in-
forms me.

“Oh, because otherwise, the twenty-one-year-old grandson from next door
was a viable option for you?” Never mind that the shit’s illegal, at sixteen she
should be dating boys who want to hold her hand, not screw her brains out in
the back of their cars. So, basically I think she should go out with ten-year-olds.
Which I realize is ridiculous as well.

“You know what?” I yank the book from Hailey’s hand and press it to Ash-
lynn’s chest until she takes it. “Read that. Fictional men are probably your best
bet right now, at least until I move out and this becomes Mom and Dad’s prob-
lem again.”

“Ooh, is this where I find the cowboys?” Ash starts to open the book when
Hailey snatches it back again.

“No, firefighters. And you can have it when I’m done.” She scowls at me. Fi-
nally, a face I recognize.

“Meanwhile, Hailey and I are going to the movies. You girls wanna go?” A
carefree, sexless, no brain required comedy would probably do us all some good.

“I’m in. Just let me text my aunt and let her know.” Madi zips back into
Ashlynn’s room to get her phone and then all three girls and I are headed for
the door.

“Liv says it’s cool. Just let her know when we get back and she’ll come get
me.” Her fingers are zooming across the screen to text her back even as she says
this.

“Tell her, no worries. I’ll just drop you off at home after.” I don’t know why
I just offered that, except I’ve spent every day wondering when I’ll wander in-
to my mom’s kitchen again and find Liv sitting in it. Supposedly, it’s a regular
occurrence around here, and yet, I haven’t seen her again since that first time.
That was ten days ago.
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Turns out the movie wasn’t such a bright idea after all. Trapped in the dark
like a sitting duck isn’t nearly as relaxing as it was before I knew what it was like
to live in a war zone, anticipating the next attack around every corner, every sec-
ond of the goddamned day.

The girls seemed to enjoy it though, and I’m trying my best to match their
laughter, even now that we’re back in the truck and headed home. I have no
idea what the movie was about because my mind was racing non-stop the en-
tire time, making it impossible to retain any information about the storyline.
So while the girls are recounting their favorite parts, I’m bullshitting my way
through the conversation as best I can, hoping they won’t notice. Last thing I
need is for one of them to mention something to my mom. She’s already up
my ass about going to therapy, convinced I’m suffering from PTSD because she
read one too many blog posts and articles while I was gone.

I’d go if I had PTSD. I don’t. I know this because I’ve been evaluated more
than once in the last few years. Besides, it’s not like I walked straight out of a
war and into my mother’s house. Sure, I was deployed twice while I was in the
army, but I spent the last year stationed in Germany. Not a whole lot of battle-
fields to cross there.

Still, some things stay with you. Change you. Maybe for a while, maybe for-
ever, I don’t know yet. It hasn’t been long enough to tell.

“Hey, can we grab a bite on the way home? I’m starving,” Hailey requests,
rolling down the window and letting the wind catch her long hair.

“It’s late. Liv is probably waiting for Madi to get home.” It’s not that late, I
just don’t want it to get any later. You don’t get invited inside when it’s too late,
and I intend to get invited in tonight.

I can see Madi shrug in the rearview mirror. “I doubt it. She’s probably not
even home yet.”

“What, she have a date tonight or something?” Like it’s any of my fucking
business.

Madi laughs. “Yeah, her and Sketch had a super romantic night planned tat-
tooing the same damn tribal heart on like fifteen sorority sisters who all wanted
a matching tramp stamp.”

“Oh.” So, maybe tonight’s not the night I’m staging a run- in either.
Dammit.
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It’s not until I completely digest what Madi’s saying that I realize I’ve been
gripping the steering wheel with an unusual amount of force. I shake out my
right hand to release the tension. I was jealous. Insanely jealous. This could be a
problem.

Especially if Hailey keeps eyeing me like that.
“Oh my God! Is Liv the babe you were going on and on about when you

were on the phone with Memphis last night?” Apparently, just because her eyes
are on the page of some trashy book it doesn’t mean Hailey’s ears aren’t fully ca-
pable of listening in on my conversations.

“No!”
She laughs. “Yeah. Yeah, she is.”
I can hear Ash snickering behind me. I’m about to apologize to Madi when

I find out I have no reason to.
“It’s cool. We all know my aunt’s a hottie.”
“True that.” Hailey nods with such enthusiasm, I briefly wonder if she’s go-

ing to be my competition. “Too bad you don’t stand a chance with her.” Now
I’m thinking she’s got the same idea about me.

“What the hell would you know about it?”
“Oh, it’s nothing personal,” Madi explains, and I start to worry Liv really is

a lesbian, although, five years ago, that’s definitely not the impression I got from
her. “She just doesn’t date.”

That I can work with.
“Ever?”
“Well, at least not in the five years since she came back to take care of me.”

She plops back into the seat thoughtfully. “Huh. Now that I’m thinking about
it, you’re kind of the last guy I’ve seen her with...in like, forever.”

Ash grips the back of my seat to pull herself up and meet my gaze in the
mirror. “Yeah. What was up with you guys back then, anyway?”

I frown. “Nothing. Nothing was up with us. Mateo had just died. I was only
being a good friend.”

“A good friend? When were you and Liv ever friends?” Hailey is enjoying
taunting me about this. Apparently, the five years between us don’t give me any
sort of advantage anymore now that we’re both adults.

“Whatever. I’ve known her for years. We all have. Of course I was going to
be there for her when her father died. We all were.” It was a shitty week, and Liv,
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she was a mess. A freaking zombie one minute and a frazzled, rambling shell of
herself feeling nothing beyond the surface stuff the next, until that last night
when she broke down in my arms. I stayed with her all night, but my sisters and
Madi don’t know anything about that.

“That’s fine. You can deny it all you like. We all know you have a little crush
on her.” Hailey indulges in a self-satisfied giggle while the two girls in the back
whisper to themselves at high speeds. God I miss being in the army.
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Chapter Three

HEARTBREAKER
“Is that what you’re wearing to the barbecue?” Madi’s giving me a scrutiniz-

ing glare from the doorway.
“You have a problem with my outfit?” I step out in front of the mirror for

the tenth time. It’s fine. The outfit is fine.
“I don’t have a problem with the outfit. I do have problem with you wearing

it to a pool party.” She marches straight to my side and begins to tug at the ma-
terial draped around my body. “Who wears layers to a Fourth of July barbe-
cue?”

“Uh, women who are covered in ink and don’t want to make their very con-
servative friends uncomfortable.” I yank my arm away, moving my flowy long
sleeves out of her grasp.

“Aunt Pru knows you have tattoos,” Madi counters.
“Obviously. But you and I both know how she and Rob feel about them.

And today’s party is going to have a guest list consisting mostly of his friends
and work associates, so, I don’t care if I have to sweat my balls off, this is what
I’m wearing.”

Madi scrunches up her face. “Balls, Aunt Liv?”
I reach up and grab a boob with each hand. “Yeah. I’ve got balls. I just keep

them higher up than most.”
“You’re a freaking weirdo.” She shakes her head and walks away.
“Hey! What did I say about talking to me like that?” I shout after her.
“Fine. You’re a fucking weirdo,” she calls back.
“That’s better.” I have a sick aversion to people who won’t use the actual

curse words. I’m saying, if you mean ‘fucking’ don’t pussyfoot around it or try
to make it more socially acceptable by saying ‘freaking’. I’m probably not win-
ning an aunt of the year award for that one, but then, I wasn’t in the running
for one anyway.
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I make one last stop at my dresser to retrieve a pair of sunglasses big enough
to cover half my face, including the small collection of flowers I have perma-
nently painted in the corner of my eye, then head for the door. It’s just one little
barbecue, and while it’s a far cry from my usual crowd, I can definitely survive
a couple of hours hanging with Rob and Pru’s people. If I’m completely honest,
they actually have nothing to do with the cluster of nerves festering at the pit of
my stomach.

By the time we arrive at the McNealys’ house, what started as a small cluster
has grown into a massive tidal wave threatening to drown me from the inside
out. I feel ridiculous.

“What’s wrong with you?” Madi hisses as we walk around the house to the
backyard.

“I’m hot,” I lie. It’s completely plausible though, since my body is giving
every indication I’m suffering from heatstroke. I can feel my cheeks flush and
beads of sweat form on my forehead. Not to mention the nausea. Hey, maybe I
am having heatstroke.

Meanwhile, Madi just scrunches her nose in the ‘know it all’ way only a sev-
enteen-year-old can muster. “I told you that outfit was stupid.”

“You did.” I concede without a fight, because, frankly, I don’t have it in me
right now. “I should have listened to you.”

She’s barely even paying attention to me anymore. Instead, she’s dashing off
to meet Ash beside the pool, leaving me to fend for myself.

Normally, this suits me just fine. Unfortunately, I spend enough time in this
house to be more than comfortable and I certainly know my way around. Par-
ties like these, however, give me the willies. Something about seeing the stark
contrast in social standing between me and the other side of Madi’s family
just never sits all that well with me. It shouldn’t bother me, even if I know it
bothers Pru. Maybe that’s why it gets to me, because I know how much Madi
has benefitted from being welcomed into this family, and because I’m the rea-
son she doesn’t have this life full-time. Because I insisted on coming home to
raise her myself after my father passed away. But then things haven’t been com-
pletely one-sided. Once school starts up again, the girls will be at my place full
time. Even Hailey. I don’t even know what the draw is, other than my lax rules,
reliance on their independence and insistence on their swearing with big girl
curse words. I suppose it’s not all bad from a teenager’s perspective. During the
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summer the pool and neighbor’s grandson have me beat though. They’ll come
around on rainy days, but that’s about it.

“You look like you’re about to start rocking back and forth. Want me to
find you a nice corner to do it in?” Pru whispers. I didn’t even notice her sneak-
ing up on me until she was standing right here.

“I’ve got my eye on the one next to the storage closet you keep all your pool
stuff in, so I’m good thanks.” I’m joking of course. Sort of.

“I told you to come early. Give you a chance to settle in before all the people
show up.” She holds a fruit tray in my direction and I don’t hesitate to scarf
down three big chunks of watermelon. Maybe a little food in the empty pit will
mellow the angry wave swooshing back and forth.

“I considered making a pre-party appearance.” It’s what I usually do. I’m
not one for making an entrance. I’d rather just blend in with the background
when everyone else gets there. Some might consider this ironic. Depending on
the environment, blending in isn’t always at the top of my list of skills. Standing
out, that I’m annoyingly good at. “But then I remembered how much work you
made me do at Easter and I changed my mind.”

Pru tries her best at outrage but winds up laughing in the end. “You’re a
brat, you know that? Some days I wonder how we’re even friends.”

“Because I’m the only woman you know who doesn’t walk funny from hav-
ing a stick shoved up her ass, and you need that. A stick free woman friend.”

She giggles and hurries to cover her mouth. “You’re horrible, and I don’t
know what you’re talking about.”

I cock my brow and tip my head to the left, glancing in the general direction
of a certain someone I usually refer to as Fancy Nancy, but whose actual name
is Gwendolyn. No words are needed to make my point.

“Fine. Some of the women are wound tight enough to start a twister should
they ever be cut loose. Speaking of, I need to make sure the bar is all stocked.
Lucas was supposed to grab the last of the ice from the freezer in the garage. I’m
starting to think maybe he got lost somewhere along the way.”

“Understandable. It’s a really big house.” I don’t know why I find my dry
sense of humor so hilarious, but I do. And I’m trying really hard not to laugh at
my own funniness right now. “Meanwhile, I can stock the ice for you.”

“You sure?” I can tell from the way she’s already moving away that she’s only
asking out of courtesy. She’s definitely taking me up on my offer.
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“Positive. In fact, I’d love any chores you’d like to send my way. Anything to
keep me from having to mingle.”

She smirks. “I thought you said you didn’t like when I put you to work.”
“That’s before the party. When I can comfortably lounge around on your

couch in private like a total bum, then yes, I prefer not to get any jobs from you
that involve vacuuming or running the bug net through the pool one last time.”
I don’t really mind doing it then either, I’m just giving her shit. However, I’m
especially grateful for a task right now, even if I am taking it away from one of
the many paid individuals running around here like chickens with their heads
cut off because they can’t find anything to do. Pru’s funny that way. She’ll hire
the caterer, wait staff and party planners and then she’ll still run ahead of every-
one, doing everything herself.

In a hurry to avoid any unnecessary run-ins with people I don’t know and
who would probably never cross my path intentionally under any other circum-
stances, I break into a mini-jog just to get inside. I could have just walked back
the same way I came to get to the garage, but going through the house means
I have access to air conditioning. I may be into self-torture a great deal of the
time, but even I don’t enjoy the feeling of sweat pooling down the crease of my
back.

“Hey, Liv.” Hayes doesn’t even look up from her book as she passes me on
her way to the pool. I’m not sure which I’m more impressed by, the way she ma-
neuvered around me and avoided a head on collision or the fact she knew it was
me without even lifting her gaze from the page.

“New book boyfriend?”
She actually stops and turns around. Then, lo and behold, she even makes

eye contact. “You’d like this one. He’s a psychiatrist who moonlights as a tattoo
artist. Specializes in covering scars on victims of domestic abuse, then gives
them free counseling sessions while they’re getting inked. Naturally, the woman
he falls for is still trapped by the asshole beating her and now Dex has to save
the day.” She’s positively swooning.

“Dex, huh? The therapist slash tattoo artist. Interesting combo. I suddenly
feel very inadequate.” Considering I barely have a high school diploma, I prob-
ably won’t be adding Dr. anything to my title anytime soon though.
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“Well, you’re not the hero of the story, so you don’t have to be that impres-
sive.” Her tone and expression suggest she’s not trying to be insulting, and yet, I
feel like I just got backhanded across my face.

“Come again?”
“In romance novels, a lot of the time, the heroine is some sweet and naïve

virgin just bumbling along, completely unaware of her awesomeness until the
‘bad boy with a heart’ hero comes along and shakes all of her tightly wound
parts loose, setting her free and saving her in the process,” she explains, an air of
whimsy about her as she dreamily stares off into nothingness.

I can feel myself scowl. “Does your mom know you read this shit?”
Highly affronted, Hailey clasps the book to her chest. “It’s not...” Then she

whispers, “shit.”
“It is. It’s total shit,” I don’t whisper, “and here’s why: Every chick should

be the hero of her own story. I’m not saying she can’t have a man by her side
when she saves the day. I’m not even saying the guy can’t save it. I’m just saying
he doesn’t save her. Nobody can save anybody except themselves. Trust me on
this, Hayes. There’s no perk to being the dimwitted virgin. You get treated like
an idiot and you never get laid.”

“Yeah, what she said,” the deep, silky rumble of his voice travels up from be-
hind me, “except the part about not being the virgin. You go right ahead and be
one of those for as long as you like.”

I force myself to keep my gaze on Hailey, who hasn’t been a virgin for four
years and just rolls her eyes at the both of us and then turns to go without en-
gaging any further, leaving me to fend for myself. It was bad enough when I
could look at him and see all the hotness with my eyes. Not seeing him is almost
worse. Just hearing him and his dark, rich voice leaves me completely devoid of
any proof that he’s too young for me. Too young and too Pru’s son. Too Lucas.
And too fucking weird.

Then, not turning around to face him totally bites me in the ass when he
moves past me, brushing against my back and shoulder, making just enough
contact so that I now know without a doubt that he really is one solid mass of
carved muscle who just happens to reek of ‘do me’ aftershave. I want nothing
more than to close my eyes and block out this entire experience, but I get the
unnerving feeling he’s not passing to keep going, he’s passing to turn and talk to
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me some more. Closing my eyes is out. Facing forward with unwavering aloof-
ness oozing out of me is in.

“You weren’t standing back there trying to smell me again, were you?”
Okay, so aloofness is out as well.

He grins. I officially hate him. “Nope. Only sniffing twenty year olds now,
just like you told to me to.”

“Good.” I nod to remind myself that it’s the right thing for him to be doing.
“But just out of curiosity, how old do I have to get before I’m allowed to

start sniffing you again?”
Holy shit.

Lucas
Her eyes have a brazen look about them and for a moment I think she

might slap me. Then, a rosy sweetness flushes her cheeks and I see a soft side of
Olivia I didn’t think could possibly exist in that edgy exterior. Without think-
ing, my hand rises up to meet her face, and my thumb traces the skin below her
cheekbone down to her jaw. It clenches under my touch and when I glance back
up, her brown eyes are almost pitch black. Forget slapping me, this girl is about
to throw a punch.

“Sorry.” My hand drops to my side and I take a step back. And another.
The chill coming off of her now may actually cause frostbite on various parts of
my body and I feel an undeniable urge to cover my junk. I don’t, because that
would be weird and inappropriate and I’m already on a roll there, but I’d like
to.

“Look, Lucas.” She sighs, but it’s strained. “I get that young guys going out
with the slightly older, more experienced woman is all the rage right now, but
whatever sex lessons you think you need to catch up on after spending your ear-
ly twenties stranded in the desert, you’re not going to get them from me.” Her
fists come up to rest on her tiny waist and as pissed as she looks right now, she’s
also about the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever laid eyes on. Freeze rays and all.

“Not that it’s relevant, but I’m not nearly as out of practice as you seem to
think, and no, I’m not trying to make some sleazy move here. I get that you
think it’s inappropriate, but I can’t help it. I like you.” I grin like an idiot. She
makes me act like an idiot.

“Well, stop it!” she snaps and brushes past me in a huff.
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If only it were that easy. “Why?”
She freezes and hurries back in an instant, anxiously glancing around as if

she’s scared someone might have heard me. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because
I’m nearly a decade older than you? Or, maybe because your mother and I are
finally friends? Or, hey, how about the fact that I am raising a child who’s near-
ly your age? And let’s not forget the difference in social standing. You’ve seen
where I live. My entire place could fit into your mother’s kitchen!”

I nod, taking a step toward her. I can see her suck in a breath as I do. “Those
are really stupid reasons.”

Her cheeks flare red, but this time it’s not because she’s embarrassed. “You
thinking that just proves my point. You’re still a kid, Lucas. Whatever it is you’re
looking for here, I already found it ten years ago, and I can tell you, the shit
wasn’t worth it.”

She’s basically tied my hands now. Anything I say to contradict her will only
make me sound like a petulant child, which is precisely what she wants. But I’m
not going to give it to her. Not this time. I plan to give her what she wants plen-
ty in the future, just as soon as she figures out that I’m able to. “You’re right.”

She almost falls back, she’s so stunned. “What?”
“I said, you’re right. I am younger than you, and all the other stuff you men-

tioned... also very solid reasons to drop this...whatever this is.”
Her arms cross over her chest, tugging down her shirt just enough for me

to notice a flash of color inked into her skin, and I instantly want to see more,
want to know what she deemed beautiful enough to wear permanently on her
already perfect body.

“Why do I feel like there’s a ‘but’ looming, Lucas?”
I smirk. “I was getting to that.”
I lean in close until my mouth is lingering right beside her ear. I wait to

see if she backs away again, but she doesn’t. “Your reasons are your reasons, and
they obviously mean a lot to you, but if you really wanted me to back off, all you
would have had to say is you’re not interested.” I straighten out just enough to
look her in the eyes. They’re staring up at me with a slew of emotions dancing
in them, and right at the forefront of them all is fear. Undeniable fear. It makes
my breath catch in my throat.

I watch her swallow hard before she whispers, “I’m not interested, Lucas.”
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Chapter Four

HEARTBREAKER
Hiding in the garage with half of my body hanging in the freezer, desperate

for some relief, I call the only person I know capable of talking me out of this
crisis.

“I need help, but if you start talking about avocados and guacamole crav-
ings again, I swear to God, I will leave this barbecue, pull you out of whatever
family gathering your mother dragged you to this year, and punch you.”

I can hear Sketch laugh on the other end, then several muffled words as she
excuses herself from said family gathering to deal with me.

“I take it you couldn’t get out of going to Pru’s for the fourth?”
I whimper. “I really tried but Madi didn’t like the idea of frying up veggie

burgers in the kitchen and having a picnic in the living room while we watch a
Back to the Future marathon. I don’t know why. She used to love that.”

“Yeah. When she was twelve. Doesn’t really sound to me like you tried all
that hard to avoid going. Maybe you wanted to go spend the day with Pru’s
hunky son after all.” Sketch chuckles. Her voice is so dark and deep, she sounds
like a dude sometimes. When we were younger I used to make her pretend to
be my jealous boyfriend when guys called that I no longer had any use for. I was
horrible. I know.

“Sketch, I spent five minutes talking to him in the hall, and I am literally
standing in the freezer right now trying to solidify all the parts of me he turned
into molten lava just by breathing near me. This shit just isn’t normal.”

The panic in my voice is undeniable.
“You need to calm the fuck down. And probably get laid.” Then she adds

hastily, “But not today!” As if I need that clarified.
“I wasn’t planning on it. Why do you think I’m calling you?” I pull a packet

of frozen peas out and hold it to my chest. There. That definitely helps.
“You’re totally serious right now. This kid is really getting to you.” It’s al-

most like she can’t wrap her brain around the concept. To be fair, I’m struggling
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with it too, and not just because he’s a toddler but because men don’t have this
effect on me. Ever. Because I choose not to let them. And usually, this works for
me. Why in the hell Lucas has powers that can override my strong-willed desire
not to succumb to lust and sexual cravings, I don’t know, and I sure as hell don’t
like it.

“Can we not call him a kid? For like five minutes while I find a way to keep
my body from actively seeking contact with his dick?”

Her laughter fills my ear again. It’s really starting to piss me off. “I would
think reminding you of his tender age would help.”

“Well it doesn’t,” I grumble, eyeing the bag of peas on my boobs which I’m
pretty sure are melted now. “It only makes me feel like a creepy pervert, and I’d
really rather not.”

“You’re not a creepy pervert. He’s twenty-fucking-five years old. He’s been
a grown ass man for seven years already. If he were anyone else, you’d be busy
undressing him with your eyes and saying some really dirty shit about him right
about now, not freaking out about the way he soaks your panties and melts your
insides with his swoon worthy breathing skills. Can we talk about that while
we’re at it? How did his basic need for oxygen cause you to come this undone?”

I cringe, remembering how close he was standing, and how good he
smelled. Maybe it was my basic need for oxygen that really fucked me up. Next
time, I’m not inhaling.

“He was just standing way too damn close. There were muscles all up in my
face. He smelled like the best possible thing you could ever wish to breathe in
and his goddamned mouth got so close to my face, his scruff tickled my cheek.
And...he said some stuff too. Stuff that I’m going to end up replaying in my
head a million times over because I’m lonely and sex deprived and the only men
who ever hit on me are usually twenty years older, with full beards and guts the
size of three watermelons.”

“Until now.”
“Fuck me.”
“Did Lucas just walk in?” Her smugness is practically ear shattering.
“Fuck you, too.”
“Are you going to survive this barbecue or what?”
I sigh. “Well, I’m not going to die if that’s what you’re asking.” The sound

of an engine coming to life startles me. “Are you in the car?”
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“Obviously. Stay in the freezer. I’ll be there to pull you out in ten.” Then she
hangs up. I follow her advice and stay put, only flipping myself over from time
to time in order to cool the burning parts of me evenly.

Thankfully, no one comes looking for me before Sketch slinks her way into
the garage through the side door.

“Good God, what are you wearing?” Clad in black from head to toe, wear-
ing a turtleneck and skinny jeans paired with her usual combat boots, she looks
even more ridiculous for Fourth of July than I do.

“I was over at the country club when you called. Consider yourself lucky.
This was going to be the year I was willing to subject even uptight Aunt Marie-
Beth to all your work. Can you imagine the look on Ol’ Robbie’s face if I had
shown up in something as revealing as a tank top?” She snickers. The image
brings a smile to my face as well. As much as I have come to terms with Pru, I’ll
never quite understand her attraction to him.

“Country Club, huh? I thought after your parents’ anniversary party there
you were banned for good.”

She shrugs. “My mother went in there crying about how I was the only
child she had left. When that didn’t work, she made a hefty donation to reno-
vate some part of that stodgy place and the ban was lifted.”

“Magic.”
She smirks. “Yep.” She reaches out, pressing the back of her hand to my

forehead. “I think it’s safe for you to step out of the freezer.”
“Are you sure.” I lean my ass toward the chill one last time.
“Your lips are turning blue, so yeah, pretty damn sure.” She tugs me by the

arm and slams the freezer door shut behind me.
“Wait!” I reach back, “I was supposed to be in here getting ice. I can’t go

back out there without it now. How would that look?”
Sketch snorts. “About as sane as showing up with it half an hour after you

left will.”
She’s got a point.
Each of us carrying a bag of the frozen cubes, we find our way back through

the house and out to the party. There’s considerably more people here now than
there were when I left, and several of them are in the pool, Lucas included. Bas-
tard.
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I watch Sketch scanning the area in search of the one among many atten-
dees who’s the cause of my crisis. As soon as she spots him in the water, a wicked
grin flashes over her face.

“Well, your taste has improved since the last dude, I can tell you that much,”
she mumbles out of the corner of her mouth.

“Shut. Up.”
Pru is already coming toward us, her usual welcoming smile directed at

Sketch. She’s always had a ‘the more the merrier’ way about looking at things.
“So that’s where you disappeared to! Stella, so good to see you.” Stella. I

haven’t heard anyone call her that since...well, I guess since the last time we met
Pru for coffee at The Percolator.

“Hey, Pru. Hope you don’t mind me crashing your party.”
“Never! Come on, come on. Let’s get that ice where it belongs before it

melts.” She leads the way toward the bar. Her nephew Jordan is busy taking a
personal interest in tending to everyone’s drinks, much to the frustration of the
actual bartender. I’ve yet to decide whether Jordan is motivated by the prospect
of meeting every woman on her way to getting liquored up, or is simply making
a preemptive move to stay close to the booze himself. Hard to say really. Either
way, I have to note that he’s older than Lucas and yet I’d still find the idea of
him and me laughable. Of course, he could be any age and I’d still never find
him attractive. He’s just not my type. At all. Probably because he looks just like
Rob, which I guess begs the question, who the hell does Lucas take after?

As soon as Jordan sets us up with two margaritas, Sketch and I are on our
way again, Pru already having ditched us to go play hostess with another set of
guests who walked in just as we were handing over the ice bags.

“Well, I’m suddenly having a much clearer understanding of your predica-
ment.” Sketch is staring right at him, and unlike me, she’s not making any efforts
to hide it.

I purposely stand with my back toward the pool. “Can we talk about some-
thing that isn’t going to make me want to run straight for the freezer again?”

She smirks. “We can talk about whatever the hell you like. I don’t think the
conversation’s going to be a problem as much as the view.”

“Turn around. It’ll solve the problem.”
She does but she’s grinning from ear to ear. “Not for long.”
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I’m about to ask her why when I can smell it. His damn cologne. Only now
it’s mixed with the distinct scent of chlorine.

“Glad to see you’re still here. I was starting to think maybe I scared you off.”
The way his breath sweeps over the back of my neck sends a shower of shivers
down my spine.

I force myself to spin around, only it’s with so much gusto, I nearly land
with my face on his perfectly bare chest.

“I haven’t been scared of boys since I was in kindergarten and kicked Bran-
don Heller in the balls after he pulled my hair.”

Sketch barely even tries to keep a straight face. “She still does that by the
way.”

Lucas grins. “I’ll keep that in mind. No hair pulling.”
As if he’s not standing close enough as it is, he reaches right between us to

grab a towel from the shelf behind us. Had I been more aware of my surround-
ings, I might have noticed I was blocking his path to being dry, and moved.
Meanwhile, I was too busy assuming he was over here for me. Again. Talk about
ego.

I fight the urge to bury my face in my hands and instead keep them locked
on Sketch. Or I try anyway. I fail because her eyes are glued to Lucas’s backside.
I know this since mine automatically followed her gaze, and then dropped of
their own accord when hers stayed up.

“You ever think about getting that fixed?”
I forcefully pry my eyes from the view they’re so enjoying to look up in time

to be at more appropriate levels when Lucas turns to face us again.
“Fix what?”
Sketch points toward his shoulder. “That tat on your back; the way it’s dis-

torted and missing in parts from the scarring. She could totally fix that for you.”
She thumbs in my direction as she says it.

Lucas nods thoughtfully. “I’ve thought about it.”
“It’s part of a set,” I say, realizing I’ve seen it before. I covered one that

looked just like it a while back.
He stares back at me blankly, as if I’ve just announced I walk on the moon

when I’m not standing around his mother’s house.
“It is. My buddy and I got them at the same time. Night before I enlisted.”
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“Memphis. I know. I fixed his for him a couple of years ago.” I force the
memory to the back of my mind. It means something different all of a sudden.
Knowing Lucas had the other one, that he was the reason Memphis came to see
me that night.

A slow smile spreads over his face. My guess is some things are clicking for
him right about now as well. It’s weird, how much we don’t know about each
other’s lives when they’re so closely intertwined, but then Lucas made it a point
to remain distant while he was gone. Pru complained about it all the time. If
he wasn’t calling home to ask about any of them, he definitely wasn’t inquiring
about my life.

Sketch opens her mouth. She’s not done discussing Lucas and his destroyed
tattoo yet, although I notice she’s not going anywhere near how Memphis ties
us all together.

“Seriously though. You should come by the shop. One of us is there all the
time.”

We exchange a glance, acknowledging the obvious. “Well, except for today.”
With both of us having family obligations, I had no choice but to leave

Princess in charge. This morning I thought that would be at the top of possible
regrets by the end of the day. Now I’m thinking calling Sketch for help may
wind up topping that.

Lucas

I REACH OUT MY HAND to the woman clad in black who has just given
me the golden ticket to one on one time with Olivia. “Good to see you again,
by the way.”

She shakes it and smirks. “Yeah. I bet.”
Olivia shoots daggers at her, and I feel compelled to duck just to make sure

I’m not in the line of fire. Sketch seems unfazed though. In fact, she doesn’t re-
act to much of anything until Madi comes flying up behind her and wraps both
arms around her neck.

“Sketch! I didn’t know you were coming.”
“Surprise.” She waves her hands around in mock celebration.
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“Aunt Liv make you come?” Madi sends a pitiful glance in her aunt’s gener-
al direction. Olivia responds by remaining completely aloof as if this conversa-
tion isn’t even taking place.

“Nah, she just saved me from Country Club hell.” Sketch turns her atten-
tion back on me. “Seriously, though. Come by the shop. We fix pieces like that
a lot for veterans. And not that I imagine money’s much of an issue for you, but
we do it for free.” She shrugs. “Our small way of saying thanks.”

I nod. “I’ll definitely take you up on that.” I’m about to ask Liv when the
best time would be to come by when I hear my dad call my name and turn to
see what he wants. He’s waving me over to meet some seriously uptight look-
ing couple in their fifties. I assume he deems them highly influential and just
the sort of people who could pave the way for me in politics. He’s been shoving
everything from old money to new business to congressmen and former May-
ors down my throat all day, prepping me for that glorious moment when I show
up to work at his office, ready to be the next elected prince in a long line of
politicians. I’m on the fence still as to whether or not that moment will ever
come. I’m not opposed to the idea of working for my country, supporting my
community. I wouldn’t have joined the army if those ideals weren’t appealing to
me, but this is different. This is business. Family business. And my father’s not
so secret wish that I’ll someday welcome him in for family Thanksgiving dinner
at the White House is nowhere near my list of aspirations.

“Guess you’re being summoned.” Madi smiles, tilting her head to the side.
Even she’s taking pity on me.

“Guess so.” I don’t smile back, not even at Liv. I don’t need to give Madi and
the girls any more ammunition to humiliate me with in regard to my attraction
to a woman I so don’t stand a chance with. And yet, I can’t give it up. My stupid
boyhood crush has morphed into something way bigger than I ever could have
imagined. And now I have but one choice: making her mine.

Whether it’s intentional or not, Liv and I don’t cross paths again the rest of
the party, but that doesn’t stop me from following through on taking Sketch up
on her offer and showing up at their shop first thing the next day.

When I walk in, I’m instantly greeted by wild colors and loud music. Art of
all themes and genres covers the walls and every piece of furniture seems like a
one of a kind item. I’m still taking it all in when a woman’s voice rings out over
the music.
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“Welcome to Pink.”
I turn toward the left to find a large reception desk and two women stand-

ing behind it. Both are covered in ink from head to toe and are definitely a few
years younger than Olivia and Sketch. While the one on the right is wearing a
knee length skirt and high heels with bright red lipstick and a long brown pony-
tail down her back, the other is wearing ripped jeans and a barely there tank
with short blonde hair she’s got tossed up on her head Johnny Bravo style. She’s
the one talking to me.

“Do you have an appointment?”
I can’t tell if it’s because she’s yelling at me across the room over the music

or if it’s just her abrasive nature, but there’s an edge to her tone that already tells
me this one’s got a scary side.

“Not exactly.” I walk up to the desk so neither of us has to shout. “I’m here
to see Olivia.”

Female Johnny Bravo exchanges a look with the tattooed Audrey Hepburn,
both of whom smirk when they turn their attention back on me.

Still staring me square in the eyes, the blonde shouts out, “Hey Sketch.
There’s some guy here to see O-li-vi-a.” She elongates every syllable dramatically
as she says her name and I get the distinct feeling there’s an inside joke happen-
ing here I’m not privy to.

When I turn my head, I can see Sketch’s black hair slightly bobbing up and
down behind the four paneled room divider used to separate their work sta-
tions.

“Heartbreaker’s out back dealing with dipshit. She’ll be back in a sec.” Her
head tips back allowing her to peer over the edge. “Hey, Lucas.”

“Hi, Sketch.” I wave, feeling like an idiot. Never in my life have I been as
intimidated as I am right at this moment, and I’ve been to war.

I’m about to go take my seat in the corner across the room, as far away from
these women as possible, when Audrey Hepburn decides it’s her turn to chime
in.

“So, how do you know Heartbreaker?”
Somehow telling her she’s friends with my mom isn’t the answer I want to

go with. Nor do I want to mention that her niece is my cousin.
“Uh, we have mutual...people.”
Johnny Bravo snorts. “Kinky.”
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“He’s Pru’s kid,” Sketch fills them in, and I can actually feel myself turn red.
I don’t think that’s happened since I was twelve.

Meanwhile, this information seems to entertain the scary blonde even
more. “You’re the avocado!” Her gaze runs up and down my body in slow mo-
tion and I feel uncomfortably naked. Being so blatantly objectified is a new ex-
perience for me. “I don’t know what her problem is. You look plenty ripe to
me.” Her eyebrow arches as her tongue slides seductively over her lower lip.
She’s not really hitting on me though. She’s taunting me. Fucking with my head
because she can probably smell the fear as it oozes out of me.

“Um, if nicknames are like a thing here, can we address mine? I’d just as
soon not be known as ‘The Avocado’ from this day forward. Also, if I have a
choice, I’d prefer not to wind up with something in the way of ‘Dipshit’ either.”

Johnny Bravo chuckles, reaching her hand out to pat my chest. “Calm down
there, lady killer. You’ve gotta come around more than once before we care
enough to name you.”

“So, Dipshit comes around a lot?” I try to make it sound casual, but the
truth is, it’s quietly nagging at me that Olivia is still busy outside with someone
who probably didn’t land that moniker without good reason.

“Dipshit comes around more than we’d like.” Hepburn eyes me like she’s
reading my insides. “Not to worry though. He’s not anything Heartbreaker
can’t handle.” Maybe she was reading them.

“You’ll notice we don’t call him ‘Badass’ or ‘Beast’,” Johnny Bravo adds,
laughing at her own joke.

“Who do we call Beast?” The sound of her voice pulls at my entire body in
a way that’s almost magnetic.

“Oh, those two dingbats were just filling in your boyfriend about Dipshit.”
Sketch sums up the previous conversation for Liv without even looking up from
her work.

“It was sweet. He was worried about you,” a deep voice follows hers and I
suddenly become awkwardly aware of the man Sketch is obviously tattooing.
Somehow I’d allowed myself to have the mistaken impression that I was alone
with these girls. Seems stupid now. I knew she was working on someone. Out
of sight out of mind now means something completely different to me.

Meanwhile, Liv has reached the front desk and she’s taking turns frowning
at each of us.
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“Fucking awesome.” She glares at Johnny Bravo who throws up her hands,
professing her innocence.

“Why the hell do I always get blamed for everything around here?”
Hepburn simpers, but Liv turns on her next. “Don’t even try that sweet

girly bullshit, Princess. We all know you’re the nosy one. She might have
blabbed, but I’d put down money you’re the one who started the damn conver-
sation to begin with.”

Hepburn, or, Princess, glances down at her empty wrist. “Oh, look at the
time. I’ve got an appointment to prep for.” She grins widely before she hurries
off, dragging Johnny Bravo behind her.

“What’s wrong with you?” Apparently it’s my turn now.
“Um...nothing. It’s just...I don’t think I’ve ever heard you talk like that.” I

thought the blonde was scary, but now I’m starting to think she learned her
brassy ways from Liv.

“Lucas, nearly every one of our previous interactions over the years have
been at your parents’ house. I value their friendship and respect their bound-
aries, but this is my shop, and here, there are no boundaries.”

I smile, finally having heard something I like. “I can work with no bound-
aries. Actually, that’ll really help.”

Her stern expression crashes and there’s a brief moment as surrender flashes
in her eyes. Then she recovers. “Doubt it.”
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Chapter Five

HEARTBREAKER
After dealing with Marcus and his bullshit, the last thing I was expecting

was to walk in and find the sight of another man pleasant, but here we are. The
worst part of it is, I’m actually sort of happy to see him. Right now. Right after
dealing with Marcus and his bullshit. Lucas left a lingering feeling of safety in
his wake after he spent the night with me five years ago, holding me, keeping
me from losing my mind and putting all the pieces back in place so I could get
up the next day and do what needed to be done. Including this shop. I owe him.
I knew this, but somehow it hasn’t fully sunk in to what extent until this very
moment, seeing him here, in this business he helped me build. The business he
named.

“I like what you’ve done with the place,” he says, as if he knows what I’m
thinking.

“Thanks.”
His expression is warm, but serious when he locks his eyes on mine. “I knew

you could do it, you know.”
I nod. “I do,” I admit as quietly as humanly possible. No one, not even

Sketch, knows the role he played in getting me here, “but I’m guessing you came
for more than a tour of the new shop.”

God, why do I feel like I’m fucking melting again? The AC is running on
full blast and unlike every other encounter I’ve had with Lucas lately, today I’m
not wearing a hundred layers of clothing. I’m barely wearing one. Of all the days
to raid Madi’s closet for a summer dress, today is probably the worst one I could
have chosen. I’m never putting off doing laundry ever again.

“Why don’t you come on back. We can take a look at your shoulder and
talk about what you want to do to fix it.” I turn back toward the girls. “Anyone
hear from Cherry yet?” She’s the youngest of us all and only been working at
the shop for a little over a year, but she’s already the best piercer I’ve ever had
here. Recently, she’s started working with Sketch and me to start tattooing as
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well. This would be an excellent teaching case, if for no other reason than I don’t
want any alone time with Lucas. At all.

“She called a few minutes ago. Trouble with the old man, can’t come in un-
til later,” Princess fills me in from her corner station where she’s huddled up
with Mouth, probably making fun of me.

“Too bad. This would have been a good one for her to work on.” I shrug,
acting as though I had no ulterior motive when inquiring about her where-
abouts. I nod toward the station in the back beside Sketch to let Lucas know
where we’re headed, and he follows me there.

I take my seat and wind up getting a semi-obstructed stare down from my
best friend. “You were going to let an intern fix his piece? Are you insane?”

I screw up half my face in response. “I was going to watch her.”
Lucas clears his throat, reminding all of us that he’s still here and can hear

everything we’re saying. “Um, I’m starting to not feel so hot about this.”
“Well, there’s still time to back out,” I offer happily, honestly hoping he’ll

take me up on it, but he just laughs.
“Forget it, Heartbreaker. No way you’re getting rid of me that easy.”
It’s weird hearing him call me that. It shouldn’t be – people have been call-

ing me Heartbreaker since I was sixteen – but Lucas isn’t people. He’s Lucas.
And he shouldn’t call me that.

I smirk. “It was worth a shot.”
“You know, I talked to Memphis last night. I feel like maybe he should have

warned me about your girls here. They’re a little scary.” He chuckles softly, but
given his deep voice it sounds raspy and hot as hell.

“Probably.” I laugh. “He must think pretty highly of you not to. Either that
or he hates your ass and hopes an afternoon here with us will be hell for you.”

“He definitely doesn’t hate me,” he assures me, in his annoyingly confident
way.

“I know.” I search the top drawer for a pad of paper I haven’t already scrib-
bled on and sit back in my seat.

“Is it that obvious that I’m not in hell right now?” He flashes me an all too
familiar grin. It’s the kind that sends heat rushing to my face and makes me tem-
porarily forget ninety percent of my vocabulary. He really needs to stop doing
that.
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To buy myself time and give the blood in my system a chance to return to
its regular process of circulation, I turn my head and pretend to look for a pen
until I come up with a semi-witty response I can deem acceptable.

“Purgatory can be deceiving.” I’m fairly certain it’s safe to face him again.
“But you’re right, if Memphis really didn’t like you, he would have told you to
go across town and have blind as a bat Bart work on you instead.” I like Bart
well enough, but I’m pretty sure minors and drunks are the only ones still keep-
ing him in business.

I notice Lucas drop a guilty glance toward his left bicep and I bite back a
snide smile, realizing he’s already familiar with Bart’s work.

“Don’t worry, I can fix that too.” Pen and paper in hand, I exhale loudly.
“But first, let’s take a look at the damage. Time to take off the shirt and give me
a peek at that tat on your back.” Given his constant need to hit on me regard-
less of how uncomfortable it makes me or how inappropriate it is, I fully expect
him to make ample use of his dangerously adorable dimples while making some
cocky comment about how he’s more than happy to get naked with me. But, to
my surprise, and slight disappointment, he’s more mature than I am and simply
slips off the cotton shirt and drapes it over his knee.

For the last five minutes I’ve done everything within my power to avoid
looking at him. Now, that’s not exactly an option, and I can tell half a second
into viewing his tight, toned torso again that my instincts to look anywhere but
at him were dead on. He’s fucking beautiful and my eyes can’t help but drink
him in one delicious drop at a time.

I don’t know how long I’ve been staring when I finally register that I’m sup-
posed to be checking out his shoulder...not his abs. Or that torturous V that
disappears right below the waistband of his low hanging jeans. The boy needs
to start wearing a belt, for my sake.

I cough, choking on my own spit. It could be worse. I could be wiping drool
from my chin.

“You alright there?” He reaches over to pat my back.
“Uh-huh.” There’s no way I’m looking him in the eyes. Not now, probably

not ever again. “Let’s see what’s happening back here.” I roll my stool around
the chair he’s sitting on and I feel instantly cooler, no longer burning under the
heat of his gaze. Of course, it doesn’t hurt either that I’m right beneath the AC
vent now.
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“Wow. This is pretty shitty looking, and not just because of the scarring.
Who did this piece?” It’s amateur at best. My guess, some jackass who shows up
to tat teens in their mom’s kitchen when no one else is home. It’s not even Bart
bad. It’s horrendous.

“Some dude Memphis knew. I know it’s shit work, but I was a day away
from being eighteen and I paid fifty bucks for it. I wasn’t expecting much.”

I sigh, shaking my head at the abomination on his shoulder. “I would have
waited another day. Also, you should stop being friends with Memphis. I don’t
think he likes you after all. Either that, or he’s head-butted too many bulls to
know better anymore.”

He laughs. “Must be the bulls.”
“Must be.” I release a deep breath. Things are finally starting to feel a little

normal between us again.
Lucas

THE NEXT TWENTY MINUTES or so pass in silence while she examines
my scarred skin and evaluates the ink half covering it. She doesn’t say anything
at all when she starts sketching a rough design on her notepad while I watch
her, equally tightlipped. It’s better than what my mouth was doing before, when
the words were just sort of shooting out of it. It’s not like I have a hard time
talking to women. I’m not stupid. I know the sort of impression I make when
I first show up. I’m tall, I work out like it’s a second religion and the military
instilled a strong belief in always presenting myself at my best. Plus, I have the
added benefit of taking after my grandfather in the looks department. I’ve been
told the man had a wife who needed to beat the other women away with a
stick just to land him. I’ve also been told I have his green eyes and smile often
enough to know some of his more handsome features trickled down to me. I’m
not arrogant though. I don’t expect that initial interest in my looks to get me
far. I’ve got schmoozy charm too, compliments of my father, but I hate it. Not
that any of it matters a damn with Liv. She’s known me since I was eleven, saw
me through puberty. Then she disappeared off the face of the earth until our
paths crossed again five years ago, under the worst possible circumstances, but
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it didn’t matter. The shift happened. We were both adults. Finally. My attrac-
tion to her was no longer one-sided, even if it still wasn’t welcomed.

“What about something like this? I’ll clean it up some of course, but this
gives you a rough idea of how I could implement what’s already there and turn
it into a bigger, more dramatic piece.” She hands me her notepad and I’m actu-
ally speechless. She didn’t ask me one single question about the design; didn’t
ask if it meant anything beyond the stupid decision Memphis and I made to get
a tattoo together when we were still minors, or whether I wanted to keep the
original or go for something completely new, and it doesn’t matter. She nailed
it. Nailed it in a way I didn’t even know could be done.

“Wow.” I run one hand through my hair, rubbing my scalp as if that will
somehow help reactivate my brain below it. “I don’t know...how did you...it’s
perfect.”

She smiles, and it’s uncharacteristically sweet. “And, it’ll still match the one
Memphis has.”

“He told me you’d blow me away with your design, but I didn’t expect this.
I don’t even know what I was expecting. “

She twists her fingers back and forth in her lap, a sort of quiet sadness mov-
ing in over her. I remember it. I’ve seen it before. “He came to see me the night
he heard your Humvee was hit.” She shakes her head, her lips pressed into a thin
line. “Of course, it wasn’t until I saw your tat the other day that I realized it was
you. I still can’t believe it. No one ever told me.”

“I don’t think my dad told anyone. Military notified him when it hap-
pened. He called me a few days later, told me not to bother calling home, just
because I was hurt. If I couldn’t manage to keep my mother informed of my
wellbeing, I had no business worrying her now when I’d gotten myself blown
up.” I snort. My father is a real class act behind closed doors.

Liv looks like she’s about to go off on a rant, then swallows it down with a
fierceness in her eyes that would scare even my old man.

“Memphis came in like a man on a mission that night. He said he needed
something stronger, something powerful enough to save a soldier. I worked on
it for seven hours straight. He wouldn’t leave until it was done. I think he felt
helpless and completely out of his element for the first time in a really long
while and it scared him. I mean, it’s Memphis. He’s a fighter. Fearless. But this
was the only thing he could think to do for you that night.”
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Ironic, really, that my dragon being destroyed is essentially what brought
his to life. Liv took the small, generic tattoo we’d both gotten the night before
we both got the hell out of Dodge with the intention of never looking back and
turned it into a majestic masterpiece that spanned over two thirds of his back.
And now she’s about to do the same thing for me.

“When do you think you’d be able to get to work on it?” I’ve never had
anything this intricate or this artistic done before, but I’m assuming she’ll need
some time to finish up the design before she can get started putting it on my
skin.

She shrugs. “Twenty minutes?” She stands from her chair to peer over the
divider and toward the front of the shop. “Anyone make more coffee yet?”

“Percolating as we speak,” the blonde with the Johnny Bravo hair shouts
back. “Your super Spidey senses must be slacking. Usually you can hear that shit
from a mile away.”

“Or smell it.” The girl Liv referred to as Princess earlier giggles and I get a
sudden sense as to how she acquired the nickname. There’s something stereo-
typically prissy and girly about her. Princess fits. Of course, this makes me won-
der what they call Johnny Bravo, but I don’t ask, because I’m pretty sure the an-
swer’s not sweet, or prissy, or girly. Not to mention likely to come with a punch
to some part of my face it the words come out wrong.

“Excuse me for being a little distracted,” Liv huffs, slamming her notepad
down on her desk.

“Since when does a little bare flesh get you all hot and bothered?” Princess
continues to tease her.

“It doesn’t. But Marcus and his bullshit usually do the trick.” As soon as
she says it, her head whips back toward me. She didn’t mean to use his name in
front of me.

“Marcus is back?”
“I’m handling it.” She glares at Princess, as if it’s her fault Liv slipped up and

forgot to call him dipshit, a codename which now seems glaringly obvious.
“Does Madi know?”
She scoffs haughtily. “Of course she knows. Just because I haven’t sent out

a newsletter to your entire family, doesn’t mean I’m keeping things from my
niece. She’s seventeen. She’s old enough to understand the unfortunate truths
about her fucking sperm donor.”
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“What does he want?” Because Marcus always wants something, and usu-
ally whatever it is winds up costing someone else big time.

She rolls her stool back toward her desk, pretending to busy herself with or-
ganizing her work space, something from the looks of it she never really does.
“He’s here for his inheritance.”

“What are you talking about? I thought your father left everything to you.”
I remember. I was there the night she found out. It’s what triggered her melt-
down.

“He left me the house. Everything else was only mine as long as Marcus
didn’t come to claim it. He has rights to half of everything, and right now, he’s
interpreting half as the warehouse and parking lot out back.” She slams her pen
into the jar on the corner. She’s done talking about this. For now. I fully intend
to revisit the issue.

Marcus is dangerous. There’s no way in hell I’m letting Liv deal with him on
her own. Brother or not, he’ll take her down without even blinking. I learned
that when my aunt died of an overdose in the backseat of his fucking car while
he was standing less than three feet away, busy wheeling and dealing with the
drug dealer who supplied her.

“You said there was coffee?” It’s the only thing I can think to say that will
take us both out of the ugly past and bring us back to the present. It’s still got
Marcus in it, but it’s a hell of lot prettier when I’m sitting here looking at her.

She sighs and even smiles slightly. “There’s always coffee.”
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Chapter Six

HEARTBREAKER
I could kick myself. I can’t believe I let slip that Marcus is in town. All I

need is for Pru to work herself into a tizzy over the news. It doesn’t thrill me
either having him here, but I can’t do anything about it. He has just as much of
a right to be here as I do, only I have a hell of a lot more to lose if things go bad
for him than he does. So, I’m sitting tight. Watching him. And I’m not rocking
the fucking boat, because getting screwed over by Marcus is basically a given,
but getting screwed on purpose because he’s pissed is a hell I’m not equipped to
survive. Well, I am. My business is not.

“So, tell me how you and Memphis know each other.” It’s the first thing I’ve
said since I first started working on his shoulder nearly half an hour ago. I’ve
been busy stewing in silence, and Lucas, in all of his annoying understanding,
let me.

“We’ve known each other since we were kids. Parents have been friends
since way back when, dads worked together at the same law firm when mine
was still practicing...but we never really had much use for one another until the
week of graduation.”

I adjust my hand on his skin as I continue to work on the new outline. “Oh,
yeah? What changed at graduation?”

I can feel his muscles tighten as if he’s fought the urge to shrug. I’m glad he
did, considering I’ve got a needle spitting ink moving over his shoulder as we
speak. I don’t really want to mess up my masterpiece because he’s doing some-
thing as stupid as shrugging.

Then his body relaxes again, having dodged that bullet, and he continues,
“We were both in a really fucked up way, so when our paths crossed at the coun-
try club for the graduation party of some poor schmuck whose parents our par-
ents knew, we both wound up getting shitfaced in the parking lot with a keg we
swiped from one of the bar stations. By the end of the night, we’d determined
that the easiest way to solve both of our troubles would be to just get the hell
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out of town and away from everything here dragging us under. We were drunk
when we concluded this, of course...but that didn’t stop us. Ten days later, on
my eighteenth birthday, I marched straight into the recruiter’s office. Same day,
Memphis loaded up his pickup and took off for Wyoming where his grandfa-
ther knew a guy that could put him to work. We’ve been best friends ever since,
even though we haven’t been in the same place for more than a few days at a
time in seven years.”

“I can see how that would bond you two. That and getting inked by the
same amateur in his mom’s kitchen.”

He grins. “Yeah. And that.” He pauses, then, “So, how do you know Mem-
phis?”

I knew the question would come, and I could give him a shit answer that
would make total sense – I own a tattoo shop; he has a boatload of tattoos –
but I can’t get myself to do it.

“Riot.”
He gets quiet. It’s probably not the answer he was expecting. “You knew his

girlfriend?”
I glance over at Sketch’s station. She’s not in it. She’s at the other end of

the shop, busy bullshitting with Princess. It’s good. I don’t want her to hear this
conversation. We don’t talk about Riot unless she brings it up. That’s the rule.

“She’s Sketch’s sister.”
I can hear Lucas exhale with force. “Shit. I didn’t know that.”
“Why would you?” I’m still wrapping my brain around how much our

worlds have overlapped without my knowing it over the years. His best friend
dated my best friend’s sister. It’s weird. It also reminds me of the gap in our ages,
because Riot was a baby back then. Not that I needed reminding. “Sketch was
long out of the house by the time you knew Riot, and besides, it’s not like you’d
ever know they were related by looking at them.”

He laughs. He’s probably thinking the same thing. “Are you sure one of
them isn’t adopted?”

“Pretty sure.” Sketch hoped for a long time, but all of her detective work
always came back with the same results. Her mother had actually given birth
to her. There was no way around it. “But enough about them, let’s get back to
talking about you.” I don’t even care if he misconstrues my desires to hear more
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about him as some sort of interest. I can’t be talking about Riot when Sketch
walks back over this way, and that’s just a matter of time.

“Were we talking about me?” He sounds doubtful, and I can see why. I’ve
been making it a point to talk about anything and everything that doesn’t lead
back to either one of us.

“You were telling me why you decided to join the army.”
His head shakes slightly. “I don’t think I was telling you that at all.”
“Well, maybe you should.” I adjust my seat for a better angle of his skin.

“What was your reason?”
“A need to breathe.”

Lucas
It sounds stupid when I say it out loud now. It seemed like the end of the

world back then. “You know my dad, the senator. Third generation politician.
He’s represented the same party, Republican, his entire career, same as his fa-
ther did before him. Suffice it to say, it’s been a given my whole life that I would
grow up and run for some office or another like every other male born to this
family.”

Soft gauze runs over my skin. “I take it becoming an elected official didn’t
seem as obvious to you as it did to everyone else?”

I sigh. I can’t believe I’m sitting here spilling my guts to her about my petty
teenage bullshit, but I’m not about to stop either. “That’s the thing, it might
have been. No one ever gave me a chance to figure it out, and no one was about
to give me that chance either. When I brought it up, both my parents flipped.
According to them, choosing between Harvard and Yale was the only choice
I needed to have access to, so I took school out of the equation completely. I
joined the Army and made sure I volunteered for any gig that would take me as
far away from here as possible.”

I can sense her smiling even though I can’t see her face. “Get plenty of fresh
air while you were gone?”

“You could call it that.” I wish I could see her. See her expression. It’s killing
me that I can’t even attempt to read her right now.

“What made you decide to come back? Ready to take on the family busi-
ness now?”
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I shake my head. “No. I mean, I’m pretty sure my parents are still holding
out hope I’ll come to my senses. They’re still convinced joining the Army was all
part of my grand plan to run for president someday, but that’s not why I came
back. I came back because somewhere in all my efforts to make my own way, I
lost track of where I was going. I need to start over, and I figure the best place
to do that is where I started to begin with.” And her. I came back for her.

“I get that.”
“You do?”
“Yep. Wasn’t that long ago I was in the same position.” She stops what she’s

doing for a moment and with the break comes a temporary relief from the
burning in my skin. “When I left, it was for a lot of the same reasons. Not that
my dad ever expected me to take over the family business, but between Marcus
and his constant drama, and my dad getting sick, it seemed like everything was
blocking me in, backing me against a wall I couldn’t climb or break through,
you know? So, I took off, thinking I was following some magic yellow brick
road that would lead me onward and upward, and help me make things bet-
ter for my family in the process. Then shit fell apart anyway, and the magic
road I thought I was on brought me right back here. But you already know all
about that part.” She leans around me to face me, a quirky half-smile on her
gorgeous lips. “What you don’t know is that sometimes coming home isn’t so
much about finding your past as it is about having another go at making your
future.”

“Are you happy with yours?” I want her to say yes. I want her to think stay-
ing here and opening this shop was the best thing she ever could have done. But
I also want her to say no, because she doesn’t see me in it yet, and she needs to,
because she’s all I see in mine.

“I’m fairly optimistic... most days. Having my brother back in town does
worry me a little.” My face tightens and she adds, “But it’s nothing I can’t han-
dle.” Then she swings back around to stab me with her needle again. In silence.

Liv works on my piece for nearly three hours before she decides it’s enough
for today.

“Mouth’s up front,” she says, nodding toward the desk in the waiting area
and Johnny Bravo. Mouth. Makes sense. “Stop by to see her on your way out
and she’ll set you up for another appointment so we can get this finished.”
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She presses down on the edges of the plastic wrap strapped across my skin
once more before giving me the thumbs up to put my shirt back on.

“I’m guessing you have another client coming in?”
“Not for a couple hours.” She tosses her gloves into the trash.
“Perfect.”
She frowns. “Maybe you don’t understand what makes a business success-

ful.”
I laugh. “Your business seems to be doing just fine, and, personally, I think

it will help keep things that way if you let me take you out to lunch.”
Her brow arches exceptionally high. “How exactly will that help?”
“Well, for starters, you won’t pass out from low blood sugar.”
“Did you see how I take my coffee? Low blood sugar isn’t something I ever

have to worry about.”
“Are you really going to be an ass about this?”
Finally, her face takes on an expression I haven’t managed to put there be-

fore this instant. Surrender.
“Fine. Let’s eat.”
It’s not the emphatic yes I was hoping for, but I’ll take it.
“What’s good around here?” I ask, following her down the narrow aisle be-

tween the stations back up toward the front door.
“The new Mexican joint up on tenth is pretty decent if you’re still craving

guacamole,” Mouth yells out from behind the desk as we pass by. It’s almost
scary how accurately they assign nicknames around here. Makes me wonder
about Liv’s.

“We can swing into the Garlic for some Italian,” Liv says grimly, ignoring
Mouth in such an obvious way it can hardly be considered ignoring anymore.

“Italian works.” And then we’re almost running out the door.
“You want to follow me there?” she asks, her keys already in hand.
“I kinda figured we could ride together,” I admit, somewhat confused.
“This isn’t a date, Lucas.”
“I’m pretty sure it is. I asked you to lunch. You said yes. Sounds like a date

to me.”
“You don’t want to take me on a date.”
“I don’t think you get the point of asking someone out.”
“I’m older than you.”
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“I remember. First time you sat in my mother’s kitchen, I was eleven. You
were twenty. The age difference was pretty obvious.”

She sighs. “I’m raising a teenager.”
“Again, I’m aware.”
“I’m running a business.”
“Which I suggested you do. I dig that you used my name by the way.” I grin.

I can do this all day.
“My brother and his bullshit. Not to mention your mother and the shit

storm she’ll rain down on us if she ever found out.”
“Are all of these random statements meant to sway me in some way? Be-

cause they’re not going to. I’ve waited fourteen fucking years to be old enough
to ask you out, Liv. This is happening. The sooner you get on board, the better.”

Her nostrils flare and her eyes narrow. She’s pissed. And hot as hell. At this
rate I may decide to piss her off on the regular just to see her get like this.

“We can take your car. If your shoulder starts leaking, I don’t want it to hap-
pen on my seats.”

“You’re sweet, you know that?” I smirk. I’ve never seen anyone try to hate
me and fail as much as she’s doing that exact thing right now.

“Fuck you.”
“On our first date? What kind of guy do you think I am?”
“Oh my Gawd,” she groans loudly as I open the door for her. “You’re going

to make me crazy.”
“Really? You think you’re going to be able to blame me for that?” I laugh,

getting into the driver’s seat beside her.
“I hate you.”
“You love me.”
“Nope. It’s not love. Definitely not love.” She shakes her head repeatedly,

lips pressed firmly together.
“It’s okay. You’ll get there.” Then I turn the key and let the sound of my en-

gine drown out her response.
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Chapter Seven

HEARTBREAKER
I hate him. I hate him. And I hate the way he makes me feel. I really, really

hate him.
“Why?”
The sound of his voice startles me right from my hateful rampage. Now I

hate him even more.
“Why what?”
“Why are you so against this?” He’s smiling. I hate his smile. It’s infuriating.
“I’m pretty sure I covered a long list of reasons before you forced me into

your truck.”
He laughs. It’s even worse than his infuriating smile. “So, you’re against go-

ing on a date, period.”
“No!” Although, now that he mentions it, it has been a while. Why is that?

Maybe I am against going on dates. I probably am. Yeah. Yeah, I’m against dat-
ing. “Yes. Yes, I’m against it.” There. Solid out.

“Fine. After lunch we’ll never go out on a date ever again.” He nods, drum-
ming his fingers on the steering wheel along with the radio, as if he doesn’t have
a care in the world. As if this is nothing. Means nothing. “We’ll just stay in.”

“You’re insane.”
“You’re difficult.”
“Says the toddler who is taking out an older woman just to piss off his par-

ents and avoid doing what they want.” There. That was a good one.
His jaw tightens almost instantly. Suddenly I miss the smile that pisses me

off so much.
“You really think that’s what I’m doing?”
I resort to flipping my phone case back and forth in an awkward attempt to

seem nonchalant. “I was just kidding.” Sort of. I’m still trying to pinpoint his
motivation for wanting to go out with me, unless it really is a matter of realizing
some sort of childhood fantasy he’s had about me all these years. I guess weirder
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things have happened. Of course that leaves me to ponder my motivations for
saying yes, and I’m not quite comfortable enough to do that yet.

“Look,” his tone is softer. Deeper. Good God, it’s so damn smooth I want
to wrap myself up in it. Is that a thing? Can one do that with sound? “I get that
this is freaking you out a bit, but for the sake of giving this a fair chance, could
you just drop the comments about our ages...and my parents?”

A fair chance? There’s no way in hell I’m giving this one of those.
“But...what else is there for us to talk about?”

He shakes his head at me, but his lips quirk upwards at the corners. He finds
me amusing. I suppose that’s acceptable. “How about we talk about the shop.
Or all the weird-ass nicknames you all have there.”

I shrug. “Honestly, I’m not even sure how it happened. Sketch and I got
saddled with ours back in high school, but I think the girls figured we picked
them up back in our interning days, like a rite of passage or something. When
Mouth and Princess started with us they kept asking when they’d get their
names. We thought they were joking at first. When we realized they weren’t, we
decided to go with it. It’s become kind of our thing. Even if a girl winds up leav-
ing, the name goes with her.”

He seems to be mulling this over as he pulls into the parking lot of the
restaurant. “Mouth and Princess I get, and Sketch is obvious, but why do they
call you Heartbreaker?”

I smirk. “Because Ball Buster doesn’t sound as pretty.” Then I reach for the
handle and get out before he gets any noble ideas about getting the door for me.

Lucas
After we have the fastest lunch in the history of lunches, Liv wastes no time

in running back out to the truck, where she rests her hand on the door, impa-
tiently waiting for me to open it. In spite of her obvious desire to rush back to
the shop and get our date over and done with, conversation is surprisingly good.
Good enough to convince me that I have a fighting chance with her.

I don’t hold out hope for any sort of physical goodbye, and am only slightly
offended when she gives me a backhanded wave as she walks away, never once
looking back in my direction. It could have been worse. She could have given
me the finger.

52 K.S. THOMAS



Without any real plans for the afternoon, I head home to jump in the show-
er and clean up my shoulder. Shortly after I get out, I can hear all three girls
down the hall, all worked up over something I’m sure I’ll regret inquiring about.

“What the hell is going on in here?”
All three of them stop what they’re doing to gape back at me.
“Nothing. Why?” Hailey’s blasé expression is a stark contrast to the squeals

I heard her produce not two seconds ago.
“Cut the bullshit. I could hear you all the way down the hall.”
Ash starts bouncing up and down without ever moving her feet from the

floor. “Seven Straight is coming into town.”
“Who?”
An explosion of disbelieving moans erupts all around me.
“You don’t know who Sev Straight is?” If it wasn’t clear from her tone, the

way Madi just rolled her eyes into her skull is a pretty clear indication of how
stupid she thinks I am right now.

“Is this a person?” He’s a musician. I’m not as big an idiot as I sound. I just
like fucking with them.

“Not a person. A god. A rock god to be more specific.” Hailey swoons and
falls dramatically to her bed.

“He’s twenty-one and a ginger. God of anything may be a stretch.”
All three of them gasp in horror. I don’t know when I’ve had this much fun,

other than a couple of hours ago when I was busy harassing Liv. That was a pret-
ty damn good time as well.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Madi scoffs.
“He’s not twenty-one? Or a ginger?”
She scowls. “Well, obviously. I’m just saying, it’s entirely possible to be both

and be a god. Provided you also have his voice and mad skills. And, for the
record, he’s smoking hot.”

I grin. “Yeah. Because the red hair makes his head look like it’s on fire.”
“You’re an asshole.” Ash shoves me, then looks even more annoyed when I

don’t move from the impact.
“Pushing and name calling? What would Mom say?”
“I don’t know. Let’s ask her.” She skips past me toward the door and stops.

“While we’re at it, we should find out what she thinks of your new tattoo.”
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I draw my lids in, squinting. How in the hell do these little rats know about
that already?

“What new tattoo?”
“Cut the bullshit,” Hailey taunts, throwing my own words back at me. “We

know you got one and we know it’s massive.”
“It’s not massive.”
“Heard it’ll take at least another session to finish. Maybe two.” Madi’s got

her hands on her hips and a smug expression to match her tone.
“You talk to your aunt?” It seems both unlikely and also like it’s the only

possible explanation.
“Tried to. She was busy working on your piece when I called. Mouth filled

me in.”
“Fucking Mouth.” It’s like the name suits her for so many reasons.
“Her too, huh? And here I thought you were just after my aunt.” Madi’s

grinning from ear to ear, far too amused by her own crass humor.
“Never mind me and your aunt,” I growl. I’m regretting this for so many

more reasons now than I initially thought possible. “Do me a favor and keep
the squealing down. It hurts my ears, and it’s annoying as fuck.”

“Touchy.” Hayes grins. She used to be my favorite. I don’t know what the
hell happened to her. “Hey, know what would totally guarantee you a squeal
free zone for the rest of the night?”

“What?”
“If you drove us over to Madi’s house.”
I frown. “You have a car. Drive yourself.”
Her lips scrunch to the left, put off by something I don’t yet know about.

“My car’s at the shop. I hit some sort of a tree stump when I drove through the
field behind campus today.”

“Why were you driving through a field in your Camaro?” That’s just stupid.
“The line out of the parking lot was ridiculous and I had to pee. The field

seemed faster.” And she’s totally serious. There’s no point in arguing with her
about her decision making abilities regarding the field and her low riding sports
car, nor the fact that it’s summer and there can’t possibly be enough nerds as ex-
cited about summer courses as she is to clog up the parking lot, so I turn toward
Madi, the only other girl with a license here since Ash has a panic attack every
time she even walks up to the doors of the DMV.
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“Where’s your ride?”
She shrugs. “In my garage, I’m assuming. It doesn’t have an engine, so I can’t

imagine it’s moved from the last time I saw it.”
Wait. What?!
“Come again?”
“Bonnie’s a bit of a fixer upper,” she explains, without really explaining shit.
“Liv told Madi she had a car budget of twenty-five hundred bucks. Said she

could get whatever she wanted with the money, but that she was on her own on
anything beyond that,” Ash starts to fill me in. “We found this really cool Bon-
nie and Clyde car on Craig’s List. Well, parts of it anyway.”

“It’s a 1931 Ford Roadster. It’s sexy as hell. Or, at least it will be when I’m
done with it,” Madi boasts.

“You’re done with it? Like, you’re fixing it up yourself ?” I’m not saying girls
can’t work on cars. I’m just saying this particular girl standing in front of me,
can’t work on cars. Or maybe she can and I’m a stereotyping sexist asshole after
all.

“Yeah. Sketch is helping me.”
That I totally believe.
“And Princess.”
That not so much. At all.
“The point is,” Hailey returns to the conversation, “We need a ride.”
“Why do you guys even need to get over there? Liv is still working.” If she

wasn’t we wouldn’t be having this argument. I’d be in the truck already waiting
for them to catch up.

A simultaneous group eye roll ensues once more. I think they’ve practiced
these. They’re really good at them.

“Because. Seven. Straight. Is. Coming. To. Town,” Ash says in slow motion.
Because I’m an idiot who can’t keep up at regular conversation speed.

“I actually do remember fifteen minutes back, I just don’t see how it con-
nects.”

“Sev is totally into tattoos,” Hayes picks up where Ash left off, “Gets a new
one every time he comes here, always from one of the girls at Pink.”

“We need to get set up. Do recon. Plot. And figure out the best way to ca-
sually stage an accidental meeting with him.” Ash claps her hands excitedly just
at the mere thought of this insanity.
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“Why don’t you just ask Liv to introduce you?” Seems simpler somehow.
“Duh. Like we haven’t already tried that, like a gazillion times.” Madi sighs

and I’m not sure if it’s due to her frustration with me or her aunt. “She refuses.
As cool as my aunt is, she says she’s not into the idea of having ginger grand-
nieces or nephews with mini guitars strapped across their onesies just yet.”

I can totally hear her saying that.
“Yeah. I know. She’s funny.” Madi has her arms crossed over her chest, look-

ing entirely bemused with me when I realize I’m grinning.
“Alright, I’ll give you guys a ride.”
“Really?” They don’t seem to believe their own good fortune. They’re right

not to. I have an ulterior motive. I’ll take them to Liv’s house, but I’ll be staying
there as well. She’s gotta come home sooner or later.
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Chapter Eight

HEARTBREAKER
I’m exhausted, mostly from pacing. I’ve been doing a lot of that since I got

back from lunch. That was over eight hours ago.
“You look beat,” Mouth observes as she tosses a filled trash bag toward the

back door.
“I feel beat.” We’re the last ones left. Everyone else took off already for the

night. I would have sent Mouth home too, but it’s Wednesday night, which
seems to be Marcus’s busy night.

A loud bang, followed by people shouting proves my point.
“That sounded painful,” Mouth winces. I don’t know how she manages to

muster any sympathy for those idiots anymore. Maybe it’s because she never
opens, so she never sees the mess they leave behind after these fights, or maybe
it’s because she comes from a family of missionaries, all out saving the world in
one way or another. Most notably, her grandfather. The stories I’ve heard about
his days running a makeshift hospital in the jungles of Guatemala always bring
to mind the phrase about truth being stranger than fiction. Wild stuff. Scary
stuff. Strange stuff.

“I hope they all get knocked out and this shit ends early,” I grumble. Then
another loud bang. This one is so loud I swear my heart paused there for a sec-
ond. I hate feeling jarred like that.

“If they keep up this noise, someone’s gonna call the cops.” Mouth’s staring
at the door, saying exactly what I’m thinking. On the one hand, I’d love nothing
more than for the cops to bust Marcus’s ass and put a stop to all of this, but on
the other, there’s no way he’s going down alone if they show up. He’ll take me
down with him, and with my name on everything right alongside his, he won’t
even have to try real hard.

I take a deep breath and blow it out through my teeth. “I’ll be right back.”
And I start for the door.

“I’ll come too.” I can hear her fall into step behind me.
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“No way.”
“Well, there’s no way in hell I’m letting you walk in there alone.”
With my fingers already wrapped around the door handle, I don’t even

bother to turn back. “You have to. Someone has to stay here to call for help if I
don’t come back.” Then I walk out, slamming the door behind me, just in case I
need to cancel out Mouth’s retort with a loud bang of my own.

I’ve barely taken two steps when I nearly have a run-in with one of my
brother’s, well, for lack of a better word, clients. He looks like he had the shit
kicked out of him, the way he’s stumbling down the sidewalk from side to side.
Not that the blood gushing from where he used to have an eyebrow isn’t also
a good indication of the hell he’s been through. And he’s young. Stupid young.
Marcus should know better than to let these kids get into the ring. Hell, this
one looks barely of age.

“Hey!” I call out to get his attention.
He frowns, trying to focus on me.
I shake my head at what I’m about to do, and then go ahead and do it any-

way.
“Come here.”
“Huh?” I don’t think it’s a hearing issue, more a comprehension problem.
“I’ve got someone inside who can patch you up. Come here.” I wave him

toward me, hoping gestures prove to be more successful than words have been
thus far.

When I’m certain he’s following along, I turn back and bang on the door to
the shop.

It swings open a second later, with Mouth flying through it looking like
she’s ready to see some heads roll.

“What the fuck?” She backs away in disgust when she sees the dude I’m
bringing her way.

“Just...stick him in a chair...and do something with his face.” We have a first
aid kit. I’m not sure a Band-Aid’s gonna cut it, but maybe she can take a handful
of gauze and press it to his head long enough to slow the bleeding, channel her
grandpop or something. I don’t even care. I’d just really prefer no one dies on
my property tonight.

“What, like I’m a fucking nurse now?”
“Just do it!”
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“You’re lucky I love you,” she shouts after me. This time I’m more or less
running. I don’t need any other surprises crossing my path to slow me down. I
need to get this over and done with.

As soon as I get inside, the noise is amped up by ten times what it was
in the parking lot. And the smell, God, the smell is horrendous. Blood, booze
and B.O. make for a disgusting combination, and even the gigantic fans Marcus
has placed all over the damn place are doing nothing but moving the stench
around. It’s like being stuck in a massive, stinky hurricane.

“My, my, my. What have we got here?” Some guy leaning against one of the
pillars leers at me.

“A big fucking problem. Where is Marcus?” I demand, hoping desperately
he’ll answer the first go around. The next time I open my mouth I probably
won’t sound nearly as badass. I already feel like I might vomit, and it’s not even
from the nauseating smell.

“Now, now, darlin’. There’s no need to be so angry. We’re all just here to have
a good time.” He stands up straight and takes a few steps in my direction.

“That’s funny you think that. The kid I just found stumbling around my
parking lot didn’t look like he was having a good time at all. Call me crazy, but
a good time shouldn’t end in needing an ambulance.” I don’t know how I do
it, but I manage to keep the quiver out of my voice until the very end. I try to
exhale my nerves subtly, but I’m not sure it works. Especially not with Creepo
coming closer.

“Your parking lot, huh? You must be Marcus’s little sister.” He smiles. It’s
malicious and makes my hair stand on end. “He said you were feisty, but he nev-
er mentioned how pretty you are.”

“Strange, he told me all about how skeevy you are. Now, do you know where
the hell he is or not?” I turn away, ready to start moving again. I seriously doubt
this guy is going to be of any help.

His pervy charm vanishes and his expression turns cold. Apparently my
feistiness has lost its pretty appeal.

“If your brother had told you anything about me, you would have known
not to mouth off like that,” he snarls under his breath.

“I doubt it. I usually do my best to ignore anything he tells me.” Fairly cer-
tain I’ve just offended one of my brother’s criminally inclined business associ-
ates, I hurry to move toward the crowd surrounding the ring at the center of the
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warehouse. There’s a fight happening as we speak. I figured as much from all the
noise we could hear over at the shop.

I’m marching around the thing at my highly determined pace in search of
the VIP section my brother is bound to be sitting in, when a hand clasps itself
around my arm with an iron grip, bringing me to an abrupt halt.

“Your brother is this way. Let’s go see him. Together,” the same guy from be-
fore hisses in my ear. The whiskey on his foul breath churns at my insides even
more than having his hand on me does.

“Perfect.” I force a smile. Show fear and you’re dead. The only bit of advice
my brother ever gave me. I was twelve at the time and he was in the middle of a
meeting with one of the higher ups of the local drug ring when I came running
around the corner looking for him because dinner was ready. I let his dinner get
cold every night after.

The VIP area isn’t on the main level, it’s upstairs in what was once an office
space. It makes sense now that I’m standing in it. It’s got a huge window over-
looking the whole downstairs, but it’s soundproof and doesn’t stink.

“Olivia.” A brief flash of concern crosses my brother’s face when he sees me,
but he recovers quickly and smiles. “Finally came out to join us?”

“Hardly.” I try to shake the guy’s hand from my arm, but he won’t budge.
It’s starting to hurt. “Can you tip this guy and send him on his way now? He
was kind enough to bring me here when he heard I was looking for you.”

No one laughs at my joke, not that I was expecting them to. Somehow be-
ing a smartass just makes me feel less vulnerable, or, at least, like maybe I seem
less vulnerable, even if it does tend to piss a lot of people off.

“You gonna do something about this, Marcus?” The guy asks, shaking me
like a ragdoll for no other reason but to let me know he can.

“I’ll handle it.” He nods, reaching for me, but the guy still doesn’t let go.
“If you can’t, I’d be more than happy to.” Even without seeing his face I can

tell he’s smiling again. His voice is dripping with the heinous intentions he has
for me and the despicable amount of pleasure they would bring him. I could
scream, or cry. Mostly I just want a fucking shower.

“I appreciate the offer, Mister Rediger. But she’s my family, my responsibil-
ity.” The idea that I’m the one who has brought shame to said family stuns me
into silence.
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Finally, the guy lets go and more or less throws me at my brother, who
doesn’t bother to catch me as much as he passes me on toward the sofa along
the wall. I land less ladylike than I would have preferred given the summer dress
I’m wearing. Never again am I setting foot in Madi’s closet. Ever.

I’m ignored for the next twenty minutes or so and I’m about to say some-
thing to Marcus to let him know that Mouth has likely called the cops by now,
when the room finally clears out and I’m left alone with my brother. He’s defi-
nitely not happy with me.

“What the fuck were you thinking? You trying to get us both killed?!”
“Actually, I only hauled my ass over here to keep you from winding up in

jail. Again. You make too much fucking noise. I can hear it inside the shop at
night. If I can hear it, others can too, and they’re not going to think twice about
calling the cops on your little fight club here.”

“I’ve got it under control,” he assures me, lighting a cigarette. “You just wor-
ry your little head about keeping your girls out of my business and keeping their
mouths shut. The rest, I can handle without you marching in here and stirring
shit up with the boss.”

Finding that my legs no longer feel like Jell-O, I stand up from the couch
I’ve been banned to since I got here.

“The boss? I thought the whole point of coming back here and setting up
shop on your own property was to be in business for yourself.” Not that it
would make the illegal aspect of his dealings more manageable, but finding out
that someone bigger and badder is backing my brother definitely comes as a
harsh blow.

“I am in business for myself, but I owe Rediger money. A lot of it. Until this
place pulls in enough to pay off my debt, he’s got as many rights to things as any
legit investor,” he explains casually.

“I’m sorry. I don’t think legit is the word you’re looking for. Legit doesn’t
apply to anything you do. Ever.”

His eyes narrow, still not appreciating my humor. “Point is, you piss him off
again and I won’t be able to do shit to save you.”

My lower lip curls in over my teeth and I bite down on it, hard, to keep
from saying more stuff I shouldn’t. “Got it.”

I start toward the door, hoping it’s finally time for me to make my exit,
when I decide I may as well get the whole story while I’m standing in this seedy
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place. No need to leave any reasons to come back on the table. “How exactly are
you making all this money you need to pay back? Fixed fights? Betting? Drugs?
A combination of all of the above?”

“You really wanna know?”
“I want to know how many of the kids I find bleeding in my parking lot had

their asses kicked before they ever set foot into the ring, yeah.”
He nods, smirking. “All of them.”
“You’re a piece of shit, you know that, don’t you?”
“I know I’d like to keep breathing, and that means paying off my debt by

any means necessary.”
“Good to know,” I whisper grimly. Then I leave, heading straight for the fire

escape at the end of the hall. No way in hell am I chancing another run in with
that Rediger.

Lucas

IT’S NEARLY MIDNIGHT when I finally hear the door open. All three girls
crashed an hour ago, giggling about Sev Straight, up until the very end. I proba-
bly should have left at that point, but I’d already stuck around for several hours.
Seemed wasteful not to stick it out.

“Hey,” I say, trying to announce myself before she freaks. It backfires and
she screams loudly.

“Holy shit, Lucas.” She clutches her chest, trying to calm herself. I’m about
to apologize when I spot it.

“What the hell is that?” I demand, pointing at her arm. There’s a mark
wrapped all around it. It’s dark red and looks like it’s bruising.

“It’s nothing.” She brushes past me, moving toward the kitchen. “What are
you even doing here?”

“The girls wanted a ride, so I brought them. Figured I better stay and keep
an eye on them until you got home,” I lie. She knows.

“Who did you think needed a babysitter more? The sixteen and seventeen
year olds? Or the one who just turned twenty?”
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“Fine. I wanted to see you.” I take a stance directly in front of her, blocking
her from the coffee maker. It’s a risky move. I know that. “What happened to
your arm, Liv?”

“It got into an argument with someone’s hand.” She places her hand on my
waist and pushes me to the side. “I’m fine, really.”

“This has to do with Marcus.” It has to. Marcus always has a way of leaving
physical marks on people, even when he doesn’t put them there himself.

“I handled it, Lucas.”
“Looks to me like someone handled you.” I can feel my fists clench just

thinking about it. I’d like nothing better than to drive straight over to that
warehouse right about now and punch everyone who crosses my path square in
the face.

“This isn’t your problem, Lucas. I don’t know how many fucking ways to
tell you that.”

“You know, you’re really starting to piss me off.”
She looks startled by my statement. “Excuse me?”
“Save it. You know what I mean. You don’t want to admit what’s happening

here, I can’t make you, but don’t you fucking stand there and tell me it’s none
of my business when you get hurt. Like it or not, you matter. To me. So when
you’re hurt, that fucking matters too.”

Her jawline softens and her eyes glaze over. For one miniscule moment I
can see everything she’s feeling, fear being the most prominent. Then, she swal-
lows it all down again, clears her throat and turns away. “I’m hungry. Are you
hungry?”

I take a deep breath and remind myself that she’s safe for now. And that it
has to be enough tonight.

“Starving.”
She nods, her thick curls bouncing around softly as she moves. “Alright

then.”
Neither of us says anything while she turns on the oven, pulls two previous-

ly baked potatoes from the fridge, and places them onto a cookie sheet, which
she then slides into one of the oven racks.

“I need a shower,” she announces when she’s done. Under any other circum-
stances, I’d jump on the opportunity to invite myself, even if I know she’d reject
me, but tonight it feels wrong. So I keep my mouth shut and watch her walk
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from the kitchen, disappearing in the dark of the hall. I hear the bathroom door
shut and the water turn on a second later.

I’m torn between running out the door to track down Marcus and staying
put, being here with her. She doesn’t need me, or even want me, but I can’t
change how I feel. Can’t turn off this instinct I have to protect her, and I don’t
even mean physically. I know she can handle herself. Liv is tough, but her heart
is soft. It’s huge, and full of love and a willingness to do whatever it takes for
those she cares about. And it makes her vulnerable.

Settled on remaining close to her for the night, I’m still in the same chair I
sat down in when she walks back into the kitchen. Her hair is still wet and she’s
wearing sweatpants paired with a white tank top that leaves unnervingly little
to my imagination. I don’t stare... for long.

“Feel better?” I ask, trying to read her face. She looks exhausted.
“Sort of.” She shrugs and busies herself by reaching for the cupboard doors

and retrieving a large pot from within. After she fills it with water and places
the whole thing onto the stove, she goes about shucking several cobs of corn.
“How many do you want?”

“Corn on the cob? I’m good with one.” I get up to stand beside her. “What
else are you making? I can help.”

“Potatoes,” she says matter-of-factly, and with a hint condescension consid-
ering I watched her put them in the oven.

“Yeah, I know that. What else?”
She grins. “That’s it. That’s what I’m having for dinner.”
“You don’t want like...a protein?” Because I do.
“Not really.” She drops the last cobb into the water and clears the counter.

“I mean, I have eggs if you want me to fry up one of those.”
“No chicken? Steak? Anything that went through a grinder?”
Her nose scrunches and I think I’ve grossed her out.
“Nothing with a face.”
“You’re a vegetarian.” It’s almost the worst thing I’ve heard today. Every-

thing related to Marcus still tops it.
“I’m a vegetarian,” she confirms and I watch helplessly while she prepares a

dinner consisting of side items.
Well, that’s it, I guess. I always wondered how I would die, and now I know.

I’m going to starve to death. I don’t have much fat stored, but I can probably
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live off the muscle I’ve built up for a little while. On the upside, if I get to spend
every meal with her between now and the moment I die, at least I know I’ll go
happy.
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Chapter Nine

HEARTBREAKER
“Hey.”
I stop what I’m working on and drop my pen to face him. “Why are you

here?”
He holds a paper bag out toward me as if it’s supposed to entice me in some

way. “I brought veggie burgers.”
“This isn’t the lunchroom, Lucas.” This is the third day in a row he’s done

this. I’ve tried everything short of not actually eating the food he brings me, but
he won’t listen. And I can’t not eat the food he brings. It’s always from some
random hole in the wall place I’ve never taken the time to try out, and I’m al-
ways starving. I need to learn to pack a lunch. That’ll solve this problem, pro-
vided I can pack something that smells better than those veggie burgers.

“I ordered yours with extra guac. I saw the way you tore up those avocadoes
last night at dinner.” He grins. And then I grin, like grinning is contagious or
something.

“You’re getting awfully comfortable around here, dude.”
He nods, taking his seat in on the edge of my desk to prove my point. “I

know. I didn’t even flinch today when Mouth yelled ‘How the fuck are ya’ the
second I walked in the door.”

“Yeah, you did,” she announces, walking by. “Although, I have to credit the
door a little. The way it slammed behind you just as I opened my mouth defi-
nitely added to the effect.”

“Fine. I flinched less.”
“There’s always tomorrow.” She winks at him and heads for the corner to

join Princess at her station. It’s quiet in here today. It’s been quiet all week. I’d
like to think it means nothing, but the truth is, I know we’re all spacing out
our appointments and doing next to nothing to get new clients in here at the
moment. It’s like we’re all on hold until this business with Marcus blows up or
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blows over. Unfortunately, I don’t think it will be the latter, and at this rate, my
business isn’t going to survive.

“So,” I reluctantly take the bag from him to retrieve my burger. With extra
guac. “How long do you think you’ll be able to hide out here before your par-
ents notice you’re not at home in your room contemplating life and how soon
you want to follow in your father’s footsteps?”

“I’m not hiding, and they know I’m not in my room. I’m not thirteen. I
have my own vehicle. My own money. I’m pretty sure they’re aware of both.”
He doesn’t even get offended anymore. Just rolls with my shit. It’s bothersome,
and it makes me less inclined to give him a hard time, which in turn means I
resort to being nice to him and having actual conversations. I can’t have that.

“Got it. You’re not hiding from your big, predetermined destiny. Whatever.
What are you doing? Have you made any plans for your future since you’ve
been back, or what?” I lick the avocado spilling out of my burger from the edge
of the bun. So good.

“I’ve got some ideas.” But then he takes another bite and totally leaves me
hanging. On purpose.

“Care to elaborate?”
“Why? Do you care about my future? Want to be in it or something?”
“No!” I scoff at the mere suggestion. I also turn red because, on some

sneaky, mortifying level, that’s exactly what I want. “I was simply hoping for
some form of entertainment while I eat. Hearing about your life’s ambitions
and imagining all the ways in which Pru will try to thwart them seemed like a
better alternative to eating in boring silence.”

“It’s good to know I have at least one person’s support,” he says dryly, reach-
ing for a napkin. “Honestly? I haven’t put much thought into what I’m doing
next. I’ve been following a set plan most of my life, first my parents, then the
military. I’m kind of enjoying just going with the flow.”

“Huh.” I’m not even sure I completely understand what that means. Going
with the flow. “What?” He’s doing his best to look sincere as he inquires about
my thoughts, but I can tell by the gleam in his eyes that he’s amused by my reac-
tion. I don’t even know why. Huh hardly seems substantial enough to draw any
conclusion from, let alone one that might delight and entertain you.
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“It’s just...I’ve never had that. That feeling of being in the moment and wait-
ing to see what happens next. I’ve always had somewhere I was going. Some-
thing I was working toward.”

The gleam of amusement turns to curiosity. “You’ve always known you
wanted to own a tattoo shop?” Shockingly enough, he’s completely serious now.
Not even a hint of mockery in his voice.

“Ultimately, yeah. Granted, I had no idea the timeline would be so short,
but sure, the dream was to open my own place one day.”

He’s smirking. He finds me funny again. “So, like, there you are, little six-
year-old Olivia, and you’re thinking...someday, when I’m all grown up I’m go-
ing to be a badass tattoo artist who runs her own parlor of extraordinary ink.”

“Nine.”
“Nine what?”
“I was nine when I decided that.”
I think he’s almost impressed. “No shit.” He drops the last of his bun back

into the take out box and wipes his hands. “How?”
“How did I come to conclude at the tender age of nine that I wanted to

grow up and be a badass tattoo artist?”
He grins. “Yeah.”
I shrug. “My Uncle Camilo. I was nine when I met him. He came to visit

from Mexico. Spent all summer with us. And he would tell these...amazing sto-
ries. One evening, sitting outside under this crazy starlit sky, he told Marcus
and I about the night he met the love of his life, Aurelia. It was the most roman-
tic story I’d ever heard. For the first time ever, I actually believed in true love.
Then, he reached the end of his story, and it was tragic. Aurelia died the night
before their wedding. He never loved anyone else ever again.” My hand finds
my heart without my efforts. It doesn’t matter how many years go by or how
long it’s been since I’ve heard it, remembering Camilo’s story still fills my chest
with an overwhelming ache.

I’m lost in thought, remembering Aurelia’s beautiful face, when Lucas clears
his throat and brings me back to the present.

“I can totally see it now. Your dream taking shape...from that depressing sto-
ry about your uncle.”

“I wasn’t done telling it,” I huff.
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“Oh. Well, then by all means, please continue.” He does a little wave and
bow combo to encourage me.

“After I found out what happened to Aurelia, I was devastated. I even start-
ed to cry. That’s when my uncle wrapped me up in a hug and told me all was
not lost. That even if it wasn’t clear to the rest of the world, really, he’d never
spent a day of his life without her.” I take a deep breath in and let it out in one
long, steady exhale to keep from getting more emotional. “He rolled his sleeve
up to his elbow, and there she was, the most stunning woman I’d ever laid eyes
on, painted into his skin, bound to him for the rest of his days.”

“Ah.” He nods slowly. “I think I’m starting to get it now. You’re a sappy,
hopeless romantic and it controls every aspect of your life, including your career
choice.”

“What? No! I just thought it was a beautiful gift someone gave him. Some-
thing eternal. A part of her that lived on with him. The idea of someday being
that person who could give a gift like that, I don’t know, it just called to me in
a way nothing else ever has.” Then I hear myself. Comprehend what I’m saying.
Really understand it. Maybe for the first time ever. “And...I’m a sappy, hopeless
romantic whose whole life has been ruled by this sick fascination with fairy tale
love. Ugh.” I flop into the backrest of my chair. “God. Who knew?!”

“I know, right?!” He laughs. It’s an unusually quiet, subdued laugh, but he’s
laughing at me none the less.

I jump to my feet, because sitting here being analyzed and consequently
charmed by a man who makes me both melty-hot-weak-in-the-knees-giddy and
utterly, mind-achingly confused is simply no longer an option. “You can’t come
here anymore.”

“You still owe me half of a dragon.” It’s almost like he’s been waiting to
make that argument. Like he’s had it on reserve, chilling in his back pocket,
ready for the moment that he would push me too far and make me freak and
insist he get lost so he could yank out his magic golden pass to remind me that
I can’t get rid of him. Yet.

“Make your appointment with Cherry on the way out, and make it for to-
morrow. Or sooner. I have to get back to work.” I turn toward my desk, away
from him and the nerve-wracking way he stares at me in between my saying my
words and him saying his words. The time he takes to decipher what I mean. To
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read between the lines. I hate that he does that. I especially hate how efficient
he is when he does it.

“See you later, Heartbreaker,” he says quietly, and I can hear the soles of his
shoes squeak on the floor as he twists them, starting to walk in the opposite
direction. Toward the door. Where I won’t have to see him. Or hear him. Or
smell him. God, he smells good.

But I don’t look up. And I don’t say goodbye. I just stand here, pretending
with all my might to focus on the blank page of my sketch pad while I listen for
the bells to jingle and let me know that he’s left the building.

Then it happens, and I release the air I was holding in, shaking slightly. I
might be losing my mind.

“How long are you going to keep doing that?” Sketch is standing right be-
side me when I finally take in my surroundings again.

“Doing what?” My attempt at oblivious fails miserably. I knew it would.
“He’s going to get tired of your bullshit sooner or later, you know that,

right? You’ll wear him down and he’ll give up. And then...”
“And then what?” I practically spit the words at her. I don’t even know why

my defenses are on high all of sudden, except maybe that I might be afraid that
it’s possible that...she’s right.

“Then you’ll be sorry, that’s what,” she more or less matches my shitty tone
word for word.

“It doesn’t matter, Sketch. Wanna know why?”
Her hands move to her long waist and I remember why I let her tell me

what to do. She reminds me of my mother when she stands there glaring at me
like she’s doing right now. I don’t have many memories of her, but that pose,
that expression, it’s etched into my mind for all eternity.

“I’m dying here. Please, do tell why in the hell it doesn’t matter if you squan-
der away the best guy who’s ever going to come along.”

I shake my head, fighting off tears I don’t even understand and definitely
can’t shed it front of my best friend, the tear Nazi. “That’s not what doesn’t mat-
ter. My being sorry won’t fucking matter. Because, Sketch, I’ll be sorry either
way. Even if I wanted to pretend all of the glaringly obvious reasons I should in-
sist he stay away from me didn’t exist, they would still be there. They would still
exist, and he would get hurt, or, given Marcus’s tendencies...dead. So, I don’t
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care if you think it’s stupid, because I’m going to wind up being sorry either
way, and personally I’d prefer to be sorry knowing he’s still among the living.”

“You’re so full of shit.”
“I am not!”
Her lip curls in disgust as she proceeds to abandon me. “And fucking dra-

matic. Good God. Like anyone has ever actually died from going on a date with
you.”

“There’s a first time for everything,” I call out, sounding precisely how I feel.
A stubborn idiot who has traded maturity and smarts for the false sense of hav-
ing won an argument simply by shouting ludicrous final statements.

Lucas
It’s not until I’m back in the truck that I realize I left my phone sitting on

the dash this whole time. Automatically, I swipe the screen to see what I missed
while I was inside having lunch with Liv. Seven calls. Eleven text messages. I on-
ly have to read one to know what they’re about. My old platoon was ambushed
last night. Three guys dead. One I went to basic training with. And Dana War-
ren, the guy who pulled me out of my rig after it was blown up. The guy who
saved me. He’s dead. Twenty-seven years old, with a wife, expecting their sec-
ond baby. Dead.

I should do something. Call someone. At the very least, I need to leave this
fucking parking lot, only I can’t, because I can’t fucking see it anymore. Images
flood my mind. Scenes from another lifetime. Sounds so loud they could drown
out the entire ocean if I held it up to my ear, surround me. Screaming. For-
eign words I can’t begin to translate and yet completely understand. And guilt.
Guilt. Because I walked away. Because I’m here. Because I was watching some
stupid chick flick on Netflix with a woman who barely gives me the time of day
while the man who made that moment possible was dying, leaving a widow and
two orphans in his wake.

I don’t know how long I’ve been sitting here when a tap on my window
sends my spiraling mind crashing back to reality.

It’s her. She motioning for me to roll down the window. I do.
“When you said see you later, I thought you actually meant later.” She stops

her chit chatty ridicule. “What’s wrong? What happened?”
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“Nothing.” I turn away from her, moving my phone to the glove compart-
ment to hide it, as if that will hide the truth. Hide what happened.

She watches me. I can see her from the corner of my eye. And I wait. Wait
for her to press me for more answers, to continue to poke at me until I break.
Only she doesn’t say anything. She just watches. Then, when she gets her fill, she
walks around the hood of my truck and to the passenger side where she climbs
in to sit beside me.

Still, she says nothing. Just sits, staring straight ahead, in silence.
“What are you doing, Liv?”
“Staying with you.”
“I don’t need you to do that.”
She slowly moves her head around to meet my gaze. “I know, but I need

you to let me.”
Damn. All this time I thought I was so clever. Thought I had her number.

Had her all figured out, and here she is playing me like a fiddle. She knows ex-
actly what to say to me. Knows I can’t deny her, so she’ll stay. For me. By forcing
me to accept that it’s for her.

“Three guys from my old unit died last night.” My eyes lock on the glove
compartment, my phone more specifically, even if I can’t actually see it. “I left
my phone in the car...people were trying to call.”

“You don’t have to tell me.”
“It’s making you uncomfortable.”
Her hand reaches out to touch mine. “It’s making you uncomfortable, and

this is about you, not me. Silence was working just fine for you before I got here.
I can do silence. I just can’t do walking away.”

I nod, my teeth grinding my jaw tightly into place. Silence. Ironic how
loud the silence is. But somehow, now that she’s here, I’m not getting lost in it
all anymore. It’s like she’s my anchor, holding me even though she’s no longer
touching me. Keeping me here even as I’m thrust back into the memories that
usually only haunt my dreams. They’re real now. Three of my guys are dead.
They’re not the first to die. They’re just the first to die without me there to try
and stop it.
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Chapter Ten

HEARTBREAKER
It’s been nearly two weeks since I found Lucas sitting in his truck, zoning

out, literally disappearing right before my eyes. It was scary. Reminded me of
my mom. She used to look like that. I’d walk in and find her standing at the
kitchen sink, doing dishes or something, but she wouldn’t really be there. It’d
just be her shell, a placeholder of sorts so she could escape and no one would
notice. Of course, it only worked for so long. Eventually she really did leave.
Maybe I understand her a little bit better now. Wherever she went, whatever
was pulling her away from us, maybe it wasn’t a better place after all.

“Hey,” he calls just as the door shuts behind him. It’s like he thinks he lives
here now or something. Of course, the girls are slowly settling in here again as
well. School starts back up in two weeks. Routines will be changing back to
how they were before, with one minor addition. Well, maybe not so minor.

“Good workout?” I ask, determined not to actually look at him. Even
drenched in sweat, he’s unbearably sexy in his stinky workout gear.

“Yeah.” He’s not as wordy lately. A lot of short sentences. Short words, ac-
tually. I don’t like it. Not because I miss the in-depth conversations, or the way
he likes to pick apart and analyze my life, but because it’s not him. This stoic,
monotone robot Lucas is just a placeholder, and I can’t have another placehold-
er in my life. Eventually, they disappear for good. Whatever Lucas may or may
not be to me, I’m not prepared to lose him.

“This isn’t going to cut it,” I announce, setting down the notebook I’ve been
drawing in. “You need to either come back or tell me where the hell you keep
going.”

He stops mid step, confused. “The gym.”
I stand up from the recliner, my father’s favorite chair, and march straight

for him. “I know that, dumbass. I mean in your head. Where are you going
when your mind wanders? And why do you keep going back? And, most im-
portantly, how do we get you to stop? How do we get you to stay?”
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His hands come out at his sides, and drop down again. There’s something
heart achingly helpless in the gesture. “I’m right here, Liv.”

I can feel a lump forming in my throat. “But you’re not.”
“I just need time, okay? I’m fine. This isn’t anything I can’t cope with. Trust

me.” He drops his chin to his chest, studying the hardwood floors. “Maybe I
should stop coming around for a while until I work this out for myself. I don’t
want you to think I’m...”

“Broken?”
“I’m not broken.”
“I am, and you know it. Think I like that you’ve seen me that way? That you

know all about my shitty past. My fucked up family?”
He lifts his head, shaking it, about to argue. “That’s different.”
“No, it isn’t,” I remind him. “But that’s why I know. That’s why I get it. No

one wants to be seen as broken, Lucas, so we act whole, even when we’re shat-
tered. Because we don’t want to be seen for our missing pieces. We just want to
be seen. Period.” I reach out my hand to his cheek. It’s warm, and covered in
a soft stubble from not shaving in days. “You see me. I see you. It’s why you’re
here.”

He nods, leaning into my touch, turning his lips in and kissing my palm.
“I’ll stay. Really stay.”

“You don’t want to talk about it? Maybe it would help,” I offer one last time.
“Just keep doing what you do, Liv. It helps more than you know.”
I drop my hand from his face down to his chest and pat it. “Alright then. In

that case. Go shower. You fucking stink.”
He manages a faint smile but it’s enough. He’s back. He’ll stay.

Lucas

74 K.S. THOMAS



“WHY DO YOU LOOK PISSED?” Memphis asks as soon as I walk in the
door. I’ve had him walking on eggshells the last few weeks, I didn’t even realize
how bad it was getting until Liv called me out on it.

“I’m not pissed, I’m hungry. I haven’t eaten anything more substantial than
broccoli in days.”

He laughs. “You know, at this point I don’t think eating a steak is going to
hurt your chances any. It’s not like you’re making much progress eating nothing
but rabbit food day in and day out.”

I’m only partially listening on my way to his fridge. “Not entirely true. I’ve
shared every meal with her thus far this month, plus I’m at her place more than
I’m anywhere else. That’s progress, my friend, and she knows it.” I’m face to face
with a box of chicken wings Memphis brought home from The Wing House
down the street. They don’t even smell good to me. Fuck. She broke me already.

“Tell me how she knows this. I want to know because I just saw Sketch last
night, and she gave me no indication that Heartbreaker is succumbing to your
charms.” He pulls up a barstool at the counter and has a seat so he can mock me
more comfortably.

“Why would Sketch tell you anything about Heartbreaker anyway?” I’m
still getting used to calling her that, but I want to. It seems important to call her
by the name the rest of the world uses when they talk to her. Like maybe that
will help separate the me now from the eleven-year-old me who calls her Liv.

“She wouldn’t.” He takes a swig of the Budweiser bottle he sat down with.
“Except I asked.”

I grab a beer and close the fridge. It’s not food, but maybe a good buzz will
help me forget I’m starving. “And?”

“And, she didn’t say anything.”
“That’s not an answer.”
He reaches out, pointing his bottle at me. “Yes, it is. It means there’s noth-

ing to tell. If there’s nothing to tell, you’re not getting anywhere.”
“Or, there’s nothing to tell because it’s obvious. I see her every day. I hang at

her house every night –“
“With your sisters.”
“Not the point.”
He laughs. Again. This time louder and with more audible ridicule, but I

don’t let it sway me.
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“You don’t get it. You don’t know her like I do. She’s not going to admit
anything is happening until it’s already happened. Until it’s done and over with
and we’re settled into something she can’t undo or deny. If that needs to happen
in slow motion, I don’t fucking care. It is happening.”

“Face it dude, you’ve been friend zoned.”
I pound my bottle onto the counter so hard the foam overflows and I’m

forced to try and slurp it up in a hurry before it makes a mess.
“I haven’t been friend zoned.” I get my phone out of my pocket and bring

up her number. It’s right there in my messages. It’s also clear as day that I text
her at least five times as often as she responds. If I wasn’t feeling so confident
about her attachment to me, I might be forced to face that I’m prone to being
needy and have some borderline stalker tendencies. “I’m going to prove to you,
right now, that I am nowhere near the friend zone.”

I hit call.
I put it on speaker.
I wait.
She answers. “What?”
She lacks phone etiquette. It’s not personal.
“I’m just calling to let you know that I’m making reservations for tonight at

The Willow.” It’s the most romantic place in town, known for its perfect mar-
riage proposal settings. Not that I’m proposing, just not leaving any room for
misinterpretations regarding our relationship.

“Sounds like date.”
Good. She got it.
“Yes. Definitely a date.” Smug is probably an understatement regarding my

current expression. Another thing I don’t want to leave open for misinterpreta-
tion, this time for Memphis.

“Cool. I’m glad you’re getting out. You need it. I’ll tell the girls you won’t
be joining us for pasta tonight then.”

“What?”
“Well, have fun.” And that’s it. She hangs up.
I lower the phone to the counter, face down, as if that will ease the humili-

ation in some way.
“She fucking friend zoned me.”
Memphis is decent enough not to laugh as loud this time. “Told ya.”
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Chapter Eleven

HEARTBREAKER
Madi tugs at a strand of my hair to get my attention. “What’s wrong with

you? You’ve been weird ever since you got home.”
And here I was so close to dozing off. “That’s like, an improvement, right?

If I’ve only been weird since I got home.”
She relinquishes her hold on my hair and resolves to nudge me so hard I

nearly fall out of her bed. Not that I was planning on staying in it all night, but
I did get fairly comfortable during the last thirty minutes of Dirty Dancing.

“I’m being serious. Did something happen at the shop? Are things getting
worse?” She starts to sit up, the opposite of what she’s supposed to be doing at
one thirty in the morning, even if she doesn’t have school tomorrow.

“Everything at the shop is fine. I’m fine. I’m fucking exhausted, but I’m
fine.”

Her nose crinkles and she squints at me. She’s not going for it.
“It’s Lucas.”
“No.” And now I’m willing to vacate her bed without any further nudging.
“Why do you get weirded out when he’s around?”
“Have the last five years taught you nothing? I like my personal space to be

a man free zone. It’s less complicated that way. And Lucas, well, he’s cramping
my style.” I reach down and yank my pillow out from under her elbow. I’m go-
ing to be needing that. “Although, after tonight, I don’t think that’s going to be
a problem anymore.”

“Oh, yeah? Why’s that?”
“Because he had a date tonight. Took her to the Willow.” I wiggle my eye-

brows when I say it for added effect. And to show her how little I care.
Madi looks confused. “No, he didn’t.”
“Yes, he did. Called me at work to tell me.”
“I don’t care what he told you. He didn’t go to the Willow. He was here for

pasta as planned, and when you didn’t show to make it, he called and ordered
77



us pizza, which he ate with us while watching three back to back episodes of the
Dick Van Dyke Show.”

“The Dick Van Dyke Show was on TV?”
“No. Hayes found the DVDs at the library so we decided to binge watch all

five seasons.”
“And you guys started without me?”
She shakes her head. “We’re getting off point.”
“Does it matter?”
“Yes. Because Lucas wasn’t on a date.”
“But I don’t care about that.”
“Because you care about Dick.”
“What girl doesn’t?!”
She sighs. “And we’re off track again.”
I hug my pillow to me and smile at her. I need sleep. So does she. “Night,

Madi.”
“It doesn’t work anymore; you know? Trying to confuse me into forgetting

what I was really talking about.”
“That’s what you think.” I turn off the light and walk out of the room,

pulling the door nearly shut behind me. I still like the crack. Not that she’s likely
to cry out for me at any point during the night, I just don’t like feeling like we’re
completely shut off from one another.

Strolling down the hall toward my own room, I’m working non-stop on ig-
noring the fact I sort of already knew. Lucas didn’t have a date. It doesn’t matter.
Except it does, because I feel annoyingly relieved now.

Then there’s a knock at my front door and all relief floods from my system
in one ginormous whoosh. Who in the hell is at my house at this hour?

Clinging to the best case scenario in which Sketch is standing on the other
side of that door holding two pints of ice cream and begging me to watch Dick
Van Dyke until the sun comes up, I try to force out the more terrifying image
of Marcus. Or worse. His new business partner.

I skip the peephole. There’s no benefit to knowing who’s outside before I
open the door. If it’s Sketch she’ll just keep banging at it until it opens, if it’s
Marcus and his new bff they’ll just break that shit down all together. Either way,
whoever it is, is likely coming in. Might as well get it done and over with.
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The door is barely open when his hands are on my face. His lips are pressed
to mine. His tongue is dancing inside my mouth and his body is glued to me in
a way I think might be permanent. And I don’t care. Because I can’t think, I can
only feel. And this, him, everything, feels fucking amazing.

My eyes only open again when I feel his lips break away from mine. His
hands are still cupping my face firmly, like he’s worried I might try to escape. I
won’t. Not this time. Not now.

“I am not your fucking friend, Liv,” he growls, his green eyes searing into
me with an intensity I can barely stand. “I’m not some kid with puppy dog eyes
and a silly crush. I show up to see you every day, because I want to fucking see
you every day. Hell, I wanna do way more than see you, but you’re too damn
scared to do any more than look, so I don’t either. I take it slow. I show up, and
I take it slow. And that’s fine, but don’t you go and pretend like it’s not still hap-
pening. You and me. It’s happening. In slow fucking motion if it must, but it is
happening. Are we clear?”

“Uh, I think so.” And I use the term think loosely. Right now all I can do
is focus on the heat his mouth left behind on my own. And chills. Chills all up
and down my body I’d love to blame on the cool night air blowing in through
the open door, but I can’t. That’s not what they’re from.

“You think so?” He’s clearly not satisfied with my answer, and he doesn’t
even know how tentative it actually was.

“To be fair, you did sort of ambush me.” I’m not complaining. I’m not sure
if I’m conveying this properly.

“Yeah, I had to. Trying to be subtle wasn’t really working for me. You need-
ed something equal to being hit over the head with a hammer.”

For someone who’s been yelling at me ever since he stopped kissing me, I
find him inappropriately hot right now.

“I resent that.” I don’t really. The more time I have to sit with this the clearer
I’m becoming on the fact that I don’t resent any of this.

“Resent it all you want. All I care is if it worked.”
“If I say no, will you resort to less verbal ways to clarify it some more?”
I vaguely hear the door slam behind him as he moves me backward through

the foyer and into the living room, lying me down on the sofa all while never
once taking his lips off of me. This is all wrong. In every way. Except one. It feels
so fucking right.
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Lucas

“WE NEED TO STOP.”
No sooner have the words burst from her lips and into my mouth, than I’m

finding myself on the floor. Next to the couch.
“Oops.”
She seems briefly horrified about having shoved me onto the ground.

Briefly. She recovers almost immediately and begins to giggle uncontrollably, so
much she has to grab a throw pillow to cover her face and muffle her laughter.

“I’m glad you find this so amusing.” I try to sound stern. I don’t. I can’t pos-
sibly be pissed at someone who looks so completely and utterly adorable right
now. Grinning from ear to ear like a dope, I climb back up to slide her over
some and join her on the sofa again. This time I’m holding on to her tighter. If
I take another tumble to the hardwood, she’s coming with me.

Not interested in talking to her cushions, I yank the pillow from her grasp
and find her face flushed crimson red from laughing so hard.

“Wanna tell me what that was about?” I ask, gently brushing her wild hair
back out of her eyes so I can get a better look at her. She’s crying from laughing
so hard.

“Sorry,” she whispers, slowly getting a hold of herself. “I panicked.”
“Why?”
Her fingers reach up to cover her mouth. She’s embarrassed. “Because.”
“Because why?”
She closes her eyes, like she’s trying to hide from me. “I caught my-

self...thinking things.”
“What kind of things?” She’s starting to worry me. If she starts talking

about my mother one more fucking time, I may never have a boner ever again.
She squirms in my arms. It’s cute. Then her lids fly upward and her eyes roll

along with them until she’s staring anywhere but back at me. “Naked things.”
“Naked things?”
“Mostly just naked you.”
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“Let me get this straight. You imagined me without my clothes on, and this
caused some sort of involuntary reflex that forced you to push me as far away
from you as possible?”

Her eyes meet mine on instinct, because she’s about to argue. Then she gets
it.

“You tricked me.”
“Had to.” I hold her to me closer still. “You were getting weirded out, and

you never feel more comfortable than when you’re fighting with me.”
“That’s not exactly a promising assessment of our future together.”
“I think the fact that you just admitted we have a future together puts us in

a much better position than you might imagine.”
She sighs. “Lucas.”
“Yes...”
“I realize that cramming my tongue down your throat for the last twenty

minutes may be somewhat contradictory to the things I’ve been saying to you
regarding the possibilities...of us, but all the same reasons this is a bad, bad...bad
idea are still in effect.”

I brush my thumb over her cheek, slowly moving it back and forth over her
flawless skin. “Unless one of those reasons is that you don’t want to be with me,
none of them matter.”

“I’m not just being paranoid about our age difference here, Lucas. What
about your parents? What about your future?” She’s evading my gaze, her fin-
gers nervously playing with the buttons on my shirt.

“What about my future?” As far as I can see, the only future I give a shit
about is one with her in it.

“You’re supposed to be heading into the office alongside your father and
grandfather. Destined for a career in the public eye that will include fancy din-
ner parties, high profile galas and charities at the country club. You really think
I’m the girl you want to have standing beside you when you enter into that
life?”

My thumb slides down from her cheek under her chin. I raise it up until her
eyes are forced to meet mine. “You’re the girl, Liv. No matter where I wind up
going or what life I wind up living, you’re the girl I want standing beside me.
The only girl, Liv.”

“That was a really good answer.”
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“It’s the truth.” I lean in and kiss her softly. “Now then, did we cover all of
your current objections?”

“Not even close.” But she presses her mouth to mine anyway.
“Anything else you wanna talk about?” I’ve got maybe thirty seconds left of

thinking clearly before all reason is obliterated by the desire to be with her.
“Nope.” I can feel her lips spread into a smile as they move over mine, her

tongue sweeping over my mouth, teasing me. “You said none of them mat-
tered.”

I almost miss it. Almost can’t focus enough to hear what she’s telling me.
“Say it.”

Her gaze is red hot as she pulls away from my kiss, staying right there in
reach, hovering over my mouth, taunting me, torturing me until I can feel her
breath as her lips part ways to speak.

“I want to be with you.” Her fingers splay on my chest, both to grip me and
still hold me at bay. “Be patient with me.”

“Always.”
“Right now.”
“So...no naked things tonight.
She smirks. “Only mental naked things.”
“I can live with that, provided I can keep kissing you as long as I like.”
Her lids fall shut as she sinks into my chest and murmurs, “Kiss away.”
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Chapter Twelve

HEARTBREAKER
I wake up still wrapped in his arms. This has never happened to me, and I

don’t just mean with Lucas. In all my thirty-four years I’ve never woken up in
a man’s arms. I wonder if this speaks worse of me or the men I’ve chosen in the
past. Am I so closed off and cold to the core that the concept of cuddling has
seriously escaped me until now? Or were all the others just total assholes? All
the others sound ridiculous. I’ve had maybe three serious boyfriends in my life.
One was in high school, so that might not even count as serious.

God, I think it’s me. The anti-hugger. How did Lucas make it past my no
hugging rules?

“I see what you mean now about Lucas cramping your style and getting all
up in your space,” Madi’s voice rings in my ear loud and clear and I nearly jump
out of my own skin.

Lucas’s arms tighten around me as if he’s anticipating another shove to the
floor. Much to my own shock, pushing away from him wasn’t even my first im-
pulse this time. I think he broke me.

“Good morning, Madi,” his husky voice greets her from the crook of my
neck where his face is still buried under half of my hair. His hot breath tickles
my skin. I think now I might be experiencing a sensory overload between the
nerves, the physical euphoria and the overwhelming humiliation from being
busted by my niece, I can barely form a coherent thought, let alone say one out
loud.

“Close your eyes!” I shout, sounding like a crazy woman.
“Relax, dude. You’re not naked. Holy shit, did you get drunk last night, or

what?” Madi’s condescending tone is only slightly less apparent than her blatant
amusement at my most mortifying morning ever in the history of mornings.

“I resent that,” Lucas grumbles, slowly but surely sitting upright. “I’ll have
you know that no mind altering substances were involved here.”
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“God, I wish.” At least then I could blame it on something other than my
own poor judgement.

“Well, thank goodness for that.” Madi’s sarcasm is set at high as usual. “I’m
glad to hear it was a clear headed decision that led to my aunt and my cousin
hooking up.”

I think it’s safe to say we’re all wide awake now.
“That...that is not okay!” I shake my finger at her in the most parental way

I can muster. I suck at being parental.
“Damn, Madi.” Lucas shakes his head, his palm gliding over my calf and I

realize half of my body is still draped over his lap, and he’s not doing anything
about it, even after we’ve just been accused of incest. Gross.

“I’m just fucking with you guys.” She grins. “I think it’s great.”
Somehow, this doesn’t make me feel any better. “It’s not great, it’s a mess.

And you better not say shit to anyone ever.”
A dirty look from Lucas keeps me talking. “At least not until after we have

a chance to figure out a better approach.”
Madi lifts her brow at me. “A better approach than being busted sleeping

together on your couch? Man, I hope you find a better approach than that. Can
you imagine the look on Pru’s face?”

I can. Oh my God, I totally can.
“I need to get up.” I try to free my legs so I can move them to the floor. So I

can stand up. So I can not be touching Lucas. Pru’s son.
“You need to calm down.” His arms lean into my thighs, his weight resting

in my lap making it nearly impossible to move.
“Don’t tell me what to do!” I screech. Because this idea of being with Lucas

suddenly doesn’t seem so hot in the light of day, with reality creeping in on us
along with the sun. I like the dark better. It hides things, like inappropriate re-
lationships that could have sent me to jail ten years ago.

One hand curls around the back of my neck and drags me to him, until his
lips crush mine and all attempts to yell at him to stop become futile because I
no longer want him to.

“You guys are nasty,” Madi sneers somewhere in the background right be-
fore she fades away all together.

“Remember now?” he whispers, his forehead resting against mine.
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“Uh-huh.” I do. Whatever this is happening between us, there’s no escaping
it. There’s only facing whatever comes next. And for some inexplicable reason,
he always makes me believe that I’m up to the task, even when I’m trying to
convince myself I’m not.

“Good.” He smiles. God, it’s a great smile. Was it always this great? I don’t
remember ever noticing, not until five years ago when he came home for my
father’s funeral. When he kept me from falling. Or so I thought. Maybe I did
fall. For him. All this time he’s been gone, it’s been easy to ignore. Easy to for-
get. But hasn’t some part of me been waiting for him to come back for me ever
since? Isn’t that the real reason I’ve been avoiding dating and men and all the
mess that goes with it? Because really he’s the only one worth any of it?

“Are you going to tell your mother?”
“Eventually.”
I don’t know if this makes me feel better or not. “What does that mean?”
His eyes crinkle in the corners, a warmth pouring out of them and into me.

“It means you’re not ready, but eventually you will be, and that’s when we’ll tell
my mother. That’s when we’ll tell everyone.”

“Oh.” I didn’t realize this was about me. “I could be ready.”
He chuckles quietly, turning his head toward the doorway Madi disap-

peared through not too long ago. “You’re not ready.”
“Fine. I didn’t handle Madi’s reaction to us very well, but I wasn’t prepared.

If I had been prepared, I wouldn’t have freaked out like that.”
“So, you plan on walking into the shop today and telling the girls that you

and I are together now?” He’s testing me. Ugh, and I’m gonna fail.
“Not exactly.” Mouth would engage in a ridicule fest from now until

Christmas. I’d never survive it. “But I was thinking about telling Sketch.”
“Thinking about telling your best friend. Wow. You’re right. You are ready.”
“You’re mocking me.”
“Only slightly.” He smacks his lips on mine briefly, then stands up straight,

with me still cradled in his arms. “I promise I’ll get more serious about it after
you tell me how you’re going to let me hold your hand when no one is looking.
Or how about when you explain to me how I can call and text anytime I like,
but that you have to list my number in your phone under Lucy instead of Lu-
cas.”

“What are you doing going through my phone?”
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“Fixing my name in your contacts!”
“Wait! Where are we going?” We’re on the move. Already in the hallway.
“Shower. You have to get ready for work and I have to help you wash your

hair.”
“I don’t need help washing my hair.”
“Fine. Then I’ll help you wash something else. I’m not picky.”
“You’re not getting in the shower with me.”
“Don’t make me kiss you again, Liv.”
“That’s not always going to work, you know. Kissing me isn’t a one-way tick-

et to getting what you want.”
A wicked grin flashes on his face. My legs feel weak and I’m not even stand-

ing on them.
“Care to test it out right now?”
“No.” I cover my face with both hands just in case. “We can shower togeth-

er, but no kissing!”
“Whatever you say.” But he’s mocking me again. Even if the water runs cold,

I’m about to have the hottest shower of my life.
“Are you going to set me down at some point before we reach the bath-

room? I’d really rather not step under the water fully clothed,” I remark dryly as
we pass my bed and approach the small hall lined with my closets on both sides
and located right outside my bathroom door.

“I don’t trust you not to escape,” he counters, grinning slyly.
“So you plan to weigh me down with soggy wet sweats and a soaked tank

top to keep me from running?” Judging by the way his eyes are crinkled at the
corners in complete amusement, I’m not helping my argument any.

“For someone who claims not to want to get naked with me, you sure are
awfully anxious to get your clothes off.”

I open my mouth briefly. Nothing comes out. I close it again.
We’ve stopped anyway.
Standing in front of the vanity, I can feel his grip loosening as he guides my

body to slowly glide down the front of his own. He’s solid. And strong. The heat
coming off of him is enough to make me wish for another frozen pea packet.

When my feet hit the cold tile, I look up, expecting some smartass com-
ment from him about my obvious desire to rip off all of his clothes as well as
my own. Instead, I’m greeted with such an intense stare, I realize the laughing
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portion of the morning has come to an end. I may never laugh again. The way
my breath catches in my throat, talking may be out as well.

“Close your eyes,” he whispers, leaning in close enough to kiss me, but turn-
ing just slightly and missing my mouth, forcing me to suppress an actual whim-
per. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to be kissed so badly in all my life.

“Why?” My thoughts go way beyond why, but why is a one syllable word,
utter-able even under duress and while breathless, so that’s all I’m getting out.

I can’t see his mouth anymore because I’ve sunk too deeply into the endless
abyss of his tantalizing green eyes, but I can tell he’s smiling again. Not grinning
from ear to ear, but smiling without doubt, and the thought warms me to my
core in the most pleasant surge of butterflies I’ve felt in a long time.

“Why do you need to close your eyes? Because you’ve proven to be too im-
mature to handle nudity. And because I said so. Now do it,” he growls softly.
And this time, I feel my lids flutter shut before I even give it a second thought.

With a softness hard to imagine from a man, his fingers trace over my skin,
down my arms and around my back, coming around the sides of my waist, care-
fully moving along the hem of my shirt and slowly lifting it. He pauses and I
know he’s checking to see if I’ll peek, but I don’t.

The worn cotton glides over my stomach and chest, and my hands slowly
reach for the ceiling as it comes up over my face, leaving my body entirely.

His chest brushes against mine as he navigates around me, his hands com-
ing back to my shoulders, trailing down the front of my collarbone and back
out around the sides of my breasts, following a path along my waist to my
hips and eventually finding themselves anchored in the drawstring of my sweat-
pants. I feel him tug at the knot, loosening it. Then both hands slide under the
fabric, his thumbs hooking into my panties and moving along my hips toward
my thighs. They keep going and my pants along with them, and still, I never
open my eyes. I don’t need to. I can see it all anyway. Every touch. Every sensa-
tion. His scent. His sounds. It’s the most extraordinary, most vivid experience
I’ve ever shared with anyone.

Standing here, completely bared and vulnerable, I’m surprised to find that
I feel neither. I feel safe. I feel sexy. Beautiful. And wanted.

The warmth of his body moves away from me briefly and when he returns,
I know he’s no longer wearing his pants either.

“Can I open my eyes yet?”
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His lips brush my skin, along my neck, right below my ear. “No.”
Both hands land firmly on my waist as he begins to turn me and guide me

toward the shower.
His arm rubs against my side as he reaches up and starts the water before

we step inside. I can feel the mist of cold spray, but it doesn’t take long before it
turns to steam. I’d like to take credit, but regardless of how hot my insides are, I
probably can’t claim to evaporate water just yet.

Standing behind me, he wraps one arm over my stomach, bringing me to
him until nearly every inch of my backside is touching him. Touching him, tor-
turing me. I don’t want to have my eyes closed anymore. I don’t want to have my
back to him. Most of all, I’m no longer interested in being a non-participant. I
want to touch. I want to feel. Taste. See. I want it all. All of him. Now.

“Lucas,” I plead. It’s not like me to beg, but here I am. Begging.
“Not yet,” he breathes, hot lips moving in on my neck again. His free hand

dances over my skin, along with the water, teasing me while his tongue starts
to swirl in circles, the sensation of both is enough to send every thought from
my mind. I can’t think anymore. There’s no thinking. There’s only Lucas. And
his mouth. Nipping and sucking at the crook of my neck, encouraging me to
lean back, into him, giving him access to continue his journey down over my
collarbone and back up. Over and over again, he works his way up and down
my neck, along my jaw, kissing my chin, my cheek, my temple, back down to my
earlobe and neck. Everywhere except my mouth. It’s all-consuming and at the
same time entirely infuriating.

When his hand moves from my breast down between my thighs, I can’t
take it any longer.

Torn between the pull of wanting to feel more of the euphoric sensations
he’s conjuring inside me with just the use of his tongue and fingers, and the
need to have more, to have it all, I squirm in his arms, intent on turning around
to face him and yet unable to break away from the intensity already building
within me to the point of near explosion.

“You play dirty,” I mutter incoherently, completely drunk on him.
“You made the rules,” he reminds me, his hot breath wreaking havoc against

my throat. “You said no kissing. So, you’re not kissing.”
“I take it back,” I whisper, my body moving completely at his will now.
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“If you insist.” And his mouth lands on mine, his tongue finding its way in-
side as his hand moves from my stomach up to my throat. He wraps his fingers
around it gently, slowly turning me toward him until his fingers are twined in
my hair. Then he starts all over again. This time there are no boundaries, no re-
strictions. There are no rules to his game and he proves it, finding his way down
every inch of my body, leaving behind a lasting trail of mind-bending pleasure
everywhere he touches. It’s not until I’m gasping for air and calling out his name
for the whole damn world to hear, that I realize, I never did open my eyes.

Lucas
“HEARTBREAKER IN THE back?” I ask, passing Cherry at the desk.

“She had to step outside. She’ll be back in a few.”
I stop walking. “Outside where?”
“Just...outside.” She fumbles with her pen, unsure what to say. Or better yet,

what not to say. “Did she know you were coming by?”
Feeling my fists clench at my sides I start moving again. “Yeah. She knows.”
I don’t slow down for the daily intimidation from Mouth. I don’t smile at

Princess, who in turn skips ogling me like I’m a new ice cream flavor she’s been
dying to try. I don’t even stop to say hi to Sketch, even when she calls out for
me. I don’t stop. I don’t slow down. Not when I reach the back door. Not even
when I hit it so hard it slams back into the outside wall. Not until I see her. See
him.

“Marcus.”
“Shit.” Liv’s face fills with something I’m not used to seeing there. Fear. “Lu-

cas, go back inside. Please.”
“Lucas? As in Lucas McNealy?” Marcus laughs. What in the hell he finds

so fucking funny I don’t know, but I’m sure he’ll shut up real fast if Liv leaves
me alone with him for a minute or two.

“Been a long time since we saw each other last. I’d ask how you’ve been do-
ing, except I don’t give a shit.” I take my stand beside her. If I had my way, I’d
be between them, shielding her. But I know her. She’ll never let me protect her
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from something she believes she can handle on her own, and Marcus qualifies
as her problem, at least in her mind.

He clicks his tongue at me. “Now is that any way to talk to an old friend?
We’re practically family. Really, Lucas. Mommy and daddy would be so disap-
pointed.”

“Stop it, Marcus,” Liv snaps. “I mean it. Leave him out of this.”
“No, don’t. Whatever this is. I’m in it.” I take another step forward. I’d like

nothing better than to grab two fistfuls of his designer shirt and drag him off
the property by it. Straight into traffic.

“No, you’re not.” Liv’s facing me full on now, her back to her brother –
a bad idea on any given day, especially bad when he’s standing there ready to
pounce. “I know you think you’re helping, but you’re not. I’ve got this under
control. I swear.”

“Well, well. Guess I don’t have to ask you what you’re doing these days, Lu-
cas. It’s clearly my sister.”

Her hands land on my chest the same time I start to lunge forward. She
stops me. “Please.” The fear in her eyes is growing and I know the only way to
snuff it out is to do what she’s asking, no matter how much I hate it.

“Finish this. Fast,” I force out under my breath. “Or I’ll be back out here to
finish it my way.”

“Three minutes. That’s all I need.” She does her best to smile, but it’s not re-
motely believable. Then she turns away from me to take on her brother again,
and I have no choice but to walk away. Go back inside.

I sit here on the other side of the back door for what feels like a hell of a
lot longer than three minutes. This time, none of the girls try to talk to me. No
one even looks at me. I just sit here, on some old busted chair missing the pan-
els on the backrest. I’m not sure if it’s on its way to the dumpster or waiting for
repairs. I sit here and stare at the door, willing it to open. To see her walk in so
I can breathe again. I hate this. I hate Marcus. Most of all I hate knowing what
he’s capable of taking from me, and he wouldn’t need three minutes to do it.

Finally, it swings open, nearly taking me out in the process. I shouldn’t have
moved that chair so close to the door.

“What the hell was that about?” I demand, because being pissed is way safer
than letting her see how fucking terrified I was two seconds ago.

“Business,” she says curtly, moving past me.
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I catch her elbow before she gets away. “What kind of business?”
“I’m not going to tell you, so just drop it.”
“That’s not gonna cut it, Liv. What does he want? What is he even doing

here?” Pissed is fading fast and fear is creeping in again. I can hear it in my own
fucking voice.

“I’m not telling you!” She gets louder, yanking her arm from my grip, but
she’s not walking away this time.

“Why the hell not?”
“Because I don’t want you anywhere near this. It’s bad enough that I have

to deal with him and his bullshit. I’m not going to let you get wrapped up in
any of it.” She pauses, taking several long breaths, and I realize for the first time
since she walked in that her chest is covered in hives. It’s hard to tell through
the ink, but now that I see it it’s undeniable. “Maybe this was a mistake.”

I’m shaking my head before I even get the words out. “No, Goddammit.
Don’t you do that. Don’t you fucking use Marcus as an excuse. You want out,
you say it. To my face, straight forward. You don’t break out your stupid list of
reasons and add to it with another bullshit one.”

“It’s not bullshit. You know Marcus. I can’t fucking help that I’m related to
him any more than I can help that our father left him half of this place. All I can
do, is try and make sure that no one else is hurt by him, and that includes you.”
Her bottom lip rolls inward as her teeth begin to work it over.

I take a step closer to her, placing my hands carefully onto her waist. I half
expect her to shake them off, but she doesn’t. “This wasn’t a mistake,” I whisper
so only she can hear. I can only imagine the show we’ve put on for everyone be-
hind us. “I’ll stay away from Marcus.”

“Promise?”
“No.” I can’t. I want to, but I can’t. “I’ll try though. That’s the best I can do.”
“Fair enough.”
I glance past her at the back door. “He still out there?”
“No. Drove off as I was coming back inside.”
“Good.” My hands still on her waist, I guide her straight for the doorway

and return to the parking lot with her.
“What are we doing out here?” She glares at me impatiently as I take the

time to make sure we’re really alone and the door is sealed shut behind us.
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“This.” My lips land on hers just as she opens them to argue with me more.
In a matter of seconds her body turns to putty in my hands, her weight falling
into my chest, her arms draping up around my neck and the whole of her
wrapped up safely in my arms. In this moment, I know she’s the one. The only
one. Because there’s no one else I want to hold as tight. No one else I want to
kiss as long. And no one else who makes my heart ache as if it’s about to explode
from the sheer sensation of feeling so damn much.
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Chapter Thirteen

HEARTBREAKER
“Do you want to talk about this now, or later?” Sketch and Mouth are both

standing less than three feet from me. Ignoring them will be a challenge. Not
impossible, but it will definitely require a great amount of effort. I’m not sure
it’s worth it.

“I never want to talk about Marcus.” Playing dumb has to be tried. It’s a giv-
en. They expect it and I need to feel like I at least tried to put up a fight before
rolling over like a wuss.

“Oh, neither do we. That’s why we’re here to talk about Lucas.” Mouth
marches straight into my station and spreads out in the chair usually reserved
for people who have a date with my needle. She probably shouldn’t tempt me
like that.

“He seemed awfully upset after the three of you had your little meet and
greet out back. What, the family reunion didn’t go so well?” Sketch meanders
in as well, taking a less invasive position leaning against the wall. Of course, she’s
staying upright for a reason: so she can stare me down from up there.

“What is it going to take, Huh? Just tell me what you want to hear and I’ll
say it so we can all get back to work and pretend this is a real business that needs
to make real money and shit to stay open.”

“We want to hear if you’re still craving guacamole or if you finally got your
fix.” Mouth wiggles her eyebrows, grinning widely.

“But I don’t want to hear it in avocado code. Just spit it out. Did you cave?
Did you do the nasty with Pru’s kid?”

I wince. “Why are you being mean to me?”
Sketch claps her hands together triumphantly. “Ha! I knew you would.”
“You knew nothing!” I inform her proudly. “I did not have sex with him!”

It’s a technicality at this point, but one I’m prepared to ride out as long as
Sketch is insisting on calling him Pru’s kid.

“Not even a little?” Mouth prods.
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“How can you have a little sex with someone?” Sketch inquires, but it’s
more for the sake of prolonging this torture than actual interest.

“You know...if he only puts it in a little...” Mouth shrugs, clearly not having
thought this through.

“Nobody put anything anywhere,” I declare boldly. Now I really am lying.
“Uh-huh.” Sketch folds her arms, letting me know she’s settling in and get-

ting comfortable. “If that were even remotely true you wouldn’t have a hickey
the size of Texas right above your collarbone, smack in the center of your tat.
Don’t think I can’t tell. I drew that piece up myself. I know it’s not supposed to
have a purple splotch right there in the middle of it.”

I tug at my tank top as if I have any hope of covering up the patch of skin
she’s talking about. I didn’t even think to look for evidence Lucas’s thorough
mouth work might have left behind after our shower this morning.

“Fine. Some things were put some places,” I concede shamefully.
“And?” Mouth’s eyes look like they may bulge out at me at any second. I’m

tempted to tap them to see them pop back into place.
“And...we’re not friends.”
“Huh?” It’s the first time since this conversation started that Sketch actually

appears surprised. Dumbfounded even. I like it.
“Look, I don’t know what we are exactly, I just know we’re not friends. At

least, that’s what he announced last night shortly after he ambushed me at my
front door and crammed his tongue down my throat.” I’m grinning. God, why
does thinking of him make me do that?!

“That’s great. Now how long before you’re not idiots anymore either?”
Sketch cocks her brow, enabling her to appear to be glaring down at me from
even higher up.

“I resent that.”
“You would.” Mouth laughs. “I’m with Sketch. What’s the hold up? Why

stop at not friends?”
I roll back on my chair. It’s not intentional. A reflex motion from my legs,

caused by exasperation, sent me backwards.
“Do you two hear yourselves when you talk? Or do you get to tune out the

garbage that comes out of your mouths? Because I don’t. I get to hear you say
things like doing the nasty with Pru’s kid. Or if I got my guacamole fix. And
that’s when all I’ve done is fool around a little with a guy. Can we all just take a
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moment to appreciate the hell you’d put me through if I announced I was seri-
ous about him? And let’s not forget his parents in all of this.”

“Are you?” Sketch is uncharacteristically sincere in her question.
“Am I what?”
“Serious about him.”
I spin around to face my desk. “No.”
“God, you suck at lying.” Mouth slides out of her seat to stand beside

Sketch who’s just about to have another go at me as well.
“For your information, we actually like it when you’re happy, so stop using

us as one of your bullshit reasons to keep Lucas at bay when you’re so obviously
into him.”

I drop my face to my desk until my forehead touches the wood. I feel like
an idiot. A pathetic idiot. A scared, pathetic idiot.

“He just has this way of making me count on him,” I mutter quietly into the
smooth surface right below my mouth.

“Yeah. It’s called showing up. He’s good at that. Has been for a while if I re-
call correctly.”

My father’s funeral for starters. I remember too.
“Girl, you deserve this. And if us giving you shit is making you hesitate to

jump in with both feet and arms wide open, then I’m going to shut up from this
moment forward.”

It’s a statement so ridiculous, I have no choice but to snap out of my wal-
lowing mode to stare up at her in disbelief.

“Right. You shutting up is real likely,” Sketch says dryly, rolling her eyes at
Mouth. “Come on, I can hear Cherry talking to people up front. Time to do
something along the lines of work today.”

She tugs Mouth by the arm and they both abandon my station and me in
it. I should feel relieved that the interrogation is over, but I don’t. Mostly, I just
feel foul and cowardly. And like I need to see Lucas. But that’ll have to wait
because one of the voices I can hear moving through the shop now belongs to
Brit, a longtime friend and customer and more importantly, my one o’clock ap-
pointment.

Lucas
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“Where’ve you been?” my mother greets me from the kitchen sink. She’s
got her back to me, but that’s never stopped her from knowing exactly which
one of us was passing through.

“Went to see a friend.” I stop at the center island. I know my mother.
‘Where have you been?’ isn’t just a casual question. It’s an opening line to a
long-winded interrogation. If I play nice from the start, maybe I can shave a few
unnecessary questions from the list. Like the ones I’m not ready to answer just
yet.

“I noticed you didn’t come home last night.” And here we go.
“Diving right in, I see.” I smile at her. My mother’s the only woman my

charm has ever worked on. I assume it relates to my dad somehow, but I prefer
not to break it down beyond that.

She dries her hands on a towel and comes to stand across from me. “It’s my
right as your mother to be as intrusive as I please.”

“Oh, believe me, that much I know.”
“So...who is she? Someone you knew back in high school?” She seems

downright giddy at the prospect of a girl. Not exactly the reaction I was expect-
ing, but then I know a little something she doesn’t.

“Uh, yeah, I knew her when I was still in school.”
She nods, glancing down at the counter and trying to hide her satisfaction.

“Do I know her?”
“Yep.” This is not going well. I can tell by how happy she’s getting. My plan

to be vague without lying has definitely backfired.
“It’s Darcy, isn’t it?” She claps her hands together several times in all the ex-

citement. “I saw you two talking at the barbecue. I just knew you two would
wind up together again in the end.”

“Darcy?” Who in the hell is Darcy? “When was I ever together with Dar-
cy?”

“What do you mean? You two dated in high school.” Her gleeful dancing
has stopped and the delighted expression previously plastered all over her face
is quickly fading.

“I never dated a girl named Darcy. Honestly, I don’t even know who you’re
talking about.”

Now she seems outright shocked. “Of course you dated a Darcy. Darcy
Winters. Frank and Suzanne’s daughter.”
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“D.W.?” I laugh. “That’s who you thought I dated in high school?!”
“Isn’t it?”
“No!”
She looks around helplessly confused. “Then what was she doing over at the

house all the time?”
“Making out with my buddy Travis, mostly. Her parents hated him. That’s

why they always met here.” I guess looking back, I can see why she assumed the
only girl hanging out with me and my guy friends every day after school was
there to see me, but nothing could have been farther from the truth.

“Oh.” Then she scowls. “You made me that mother?”
“I’m sorry?”
“That mother – the one who let all the horny teenagers hide out at her

place.”
“Two horny teenagers, Ma. The rest of us all went over to Derek’s house.

Both his parents worked full time.” I’m doing my absolute best to lighten the
situation up a bit, but as uncomfortable as it is, I’d so much rather be talking
about this than Heartbreaker.

“Oh my God!” She wrings the dish towel in her hands, completely dis-
traught now. “I didn’t know you guys were there unsupervised!”

“Relax.” I rub her shoulder. “It’s not like anything happened. Well, nothing
with any lingering side effects at least. Not to mention, it’s a little late to be wor-
ried about high school stuff now.”

But I can tell she’s going to let it all simmer for a bit longer so I take this
moment to make my exit. “I’m just going to go grab a shower. Memphis and I
are meeting up in a bit.”

“Yeah.” She nods absentmindedly. “Memphis. Did he go hang out at
Derek’s too?”

“No.”
“Well, at least one of your friends had some morals.”
Memphis had morals, but that wasn’t keeping him from spending every

waking minute with a girl he was completely consumed by. He just wasn’t doing
it at Derek’s house.

I’m nearly out her sight when she reels me back. “You still haven’t told me.”
I turn back, but I stay put. You don’t give up when you’re this close to mak-

ing your getaway. “Told you what?”
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“Where you’ve been spending all your time.”
“Ma.” My eyes dart all around this kitchen, hoping something will catch.

Anything other than her. I can’t lie to her face. She’s still my mother. “Can’t you
just let me keep this to myself for now? I promise, when it’s serious, I’ll tell you.”

“Oh my God,” she gasps, her hand covering her mouth, her eyes widening
as if she’s just seen a cow flying by the window, like in that movie, Twister. I
don’t know why, but that scene always stuck with me. Anytime someone takes
on that expression of disbelief and horror, that’s what I imagine them seeing.
Only, it’s sunny out and there’s barely a breeze. Zero percent chance of flying
cattle today.

“What?”
“No.” She’s tossing her head back and forth so hard, her usually perfectly

placed hair is going wild. “No!”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
One shaky finger comes out to point at something. A barstool. The one she

always sits in.
“It’s Olivia,” my mother hisses through her teeth. And she’s not so much

having a psychotic break as much as she’s pissed the fuck off. I don’t remember
the last time I saw her this furious about something. Wait. Not true. The night
I told her I joined the army she looked alarmingly like this.

“Why would you say that?” Because there’s no way in hell I’m just admit-
ting it now.

“You were avoiding eye contact. And you chose that spot.” She jabs the air
above the empty stool. “You were lying to me and your mind went straight to
the thing you were lying about. Her.”

Fuck it. “Fine. Yes. You’re right. It’s Olivia. I’m with Olivia.”
“End it.” Her words are cold and final. “Now.”
“Ma, I’m twenty-five. You can’t tell me what to do anymore.” As angry as

she is, it’s impossible to take her even remotely seriously when she’s throwing
orders my way. She hasn’t been in a position to tell me to go to bed or do my
homework or ground me in years. The concept of having her exert any sort of
control over my love life is laughable.

“As long as you live in my house, I will have my say!”
And here we go. The conversation has reached the place I never wanted it

to go.
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“That’s fine. I’ll move out.” Problem solved. Argument over, at least as far as
I’m concerned. I might as well start packing.

“Don’t you walk away from me, Lucas. This is far from over.” I can hear her
heels snapping hard on the tile as she stomps after me.

“You don’t get it, Ma. It is. You don’t want me seeing Liv while I live in your
house, I won’t live in your house. End of story.”

“I can’t believe you would choose her over your own family.” Guilt. She likes
guilt. Thing is, I’m already carting around more of that than I can manage, so
I’m not really in the market to take on any more. Especially not the manufac-
tured kind that has no basis in reality.

“Stop. You can’t put me in a position to pick one over the other and then
be mad when I don’t choose the way you want. I’m not choosing her over you.
I’m choosing being with her over living in your house. They’re not the same,
and frankly, living here was never going to be permanent anyway. Hell, maybe I
shouldn’t have move back home to begin with.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t have come back at all,” she says bitterly. A quiet cool-
ness settles in around us. The heated fight is winding down and moving into the
more manageable, but usually hurtful and calculated part of the process.

“I was always gonna come back, Ma.” Maybe it’s time she heard it. All of it.
“I know my leaving caused you pain and that was never what I wanted. That’s
why I came back here, to this house. That’s why I moved back in. To give you
back some of the time I took from you when I ran out. To try and make right
what I did wrong back then. But I came home...for her. I was always coming
back for her. And somewhere deep inside you, I know you knew that all along.”

“But...she’s...her.” The anguish in my mother’s face is the first genuine thing
I’ve seen there since this turned ugly. I hate this. Hate that this is hurting her.
The only thing I hate more is that my feelings for someone so incredible can
bring out such horrible emotions in my own mother.

“Yeah. She is.” I don’t know what else to say. “I guess we both just have to
live with being disappointed in the other, Ma.” I shake my head at her and start
down the hall for the third time.

“I’m not disappointed.” The clarity of her words strikes me. They’re no
longer shrouded in hurt or anger.

“Could have fooled me.”
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“Clearly.” She catches up to me. “Fine. Olivia’s not the first woman I would
have chosen for you, but you’re right. I did know. I was there. I saw you. Saw
the way you were captivated by her even when you were just a kid. I expected
you to grow out of it. Expected your teenage fantasies to give way to real girls –
girls your own age – but they didn’t. You adored Liv. When you came back here
for Mateo’s funeral, I knew then, she was always going to have a hold on you.
If years apart and distance couldn’t help you forget, nothing was ever going to.
I get that. And I don’t disapprove. Liv is a remarkable woman. She makes me
crazy a lot of the time, but often it’s out of envy more than anything. I’ll never
be as brave or bold as she is.”

I’m speechless. It’s like I’m talking to a complete stranger. A complete
stranger who knows me inside and out. It’s surreal.

“Then why?” I motion toward the kitchen. The scene of her outrage. “Why
did you say those things?”

“Because I’m scared.” Tears well in her eyes in an instant and I realize she’s
been holding them at bay this whole time. I’m a shit son. “Liv’s family histo-
ry scares me. The idea of having another person I love involved with a Badil-
la...scares me.”

I could defend Liv. Could insist on my mother seeing the difference be-
tween her and Marcus. Myself and my aunt, my mother’s sister, but I don’t. I
get it. Fear is irrational. Hurt is hurt. She’s entitled to her feelings. She has good
reason to have them. They don’t have to be logical, or even based on truth. No
matter what the reality is, her feelings are equally real, and I’m not going to dis-
respect her losses by insisting otherwise.

“I’m sorry,” I mumble. Empty words because they won’t change anything. I
won’t change anything.

She just moves her head up and down, pressing her lips together and dab-
bing at her eyes with her fingertips so not to smear her perfect makeup.

And I do something I haven’t done nearly enough since I showed back up
on her front door step. I hug her. I hold her tight and tell her I love her. I’m
never going to be the son she wants me to be, but she’s always going to be my
mother, and I’m always going to love her.
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Chapter Fourteen

HEARTBREAKER
Shampoo. That’s the reason this happened. I ran out of shampoo. I could

have just sucked it up and used my shower soap until that runs out too, but no,
I wanted to have new shampoo. My shampoo. The kind that smells pretty and
makes my hair all shiny. That’s really all it’s got going for it anyway. Shine and
scent. It’s unruly and even unkind under certain weather related conditions.
I wasn’t prepared to give up the scent and shine. Not now. Not when Lucas
comes around and likes to smell it and stare at it for no apparent reason other
than it seems to put a goony looking grin on his face. I like knowing he got it
from looking at me. Maybe shampoo isn’t the reason. Maybe his goony grin is.
Either way, here I sit.

My tire blew out halfway between my shop and Walmart. All because some
idiot didn’t tie down his ladder and it came flying out of the back of his pickup,
just to land neatly in my lane, where I ran over it. My little car is not equipped to
handle such obstacles. Speed, that’s it’s strong point. Stupid debris in the road,
not so much.

I guess I can blame the ladder too. Shampoo, grins and ladders. All three
are dead to me.

“Hey, why isn’t Sketch answering her phone?” I ask as soon as Cherry picks
up the shop line.

“Probably because you have a rule about not having phones on while nee-
dles are out,” she replies dryly.

“That’s a stupid rule. What if there’s a fucking emergency?”
I can hear the tapping of keyboard keys. She’s only half listening, half han-

dling the office crap she hates but I make her do anyway because she’s the closest
thing we have to a manager. “Do you have a fucking emergency?”

“My tire blew out. I’m stuck on 44. You know, the road with nothing on it
except and an end and a beginning? And I’m nowhere near either.”

“Shitty.”
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I groan loudly. “You’re not helping. Is Princess around?”
“Yeah. Everyone’s here.”
“Is she also with a client?” The words come out of my mouth in slow mo-

tion whale speak. Cherry is driving me nuts today. Serves me right for asking
her to redo the calendar and reschedule half of our appointments. Not like I
wanted it any more than she did, but I’m still not the one stuck making all those
calls.

“Yes. Everyone is with a client. Except me. I’m with the phone. And the
computer. And the typing. And the calling. And the angry people who hate to
hear no.”

“I get it. I gave you a sucky job. I’m sorry. And thanks for nothing.” Then I
hang up. Pathetic or not, I’m about to call my niece. She’s the only other person
who comes to mind when I think cars. She’s a little badass. Even had her change
my oil last month. She’ll know how to fix this.

“Where you at?”
“Casa McNealy. What’s up?”
“I have a flat tire and Sketch is busy. Can you like, talk me through this or

something?” I mean, it can’t be that hard. People deliver babies over the phone
all the time on TV, I can definitely apply the same method to changing my tire.

“Oh no, not baby blue,” she cries into the receiver.
“I like how you care about my car and all, but where is the concern for your

aunt?” I huff.
“What, you called me, right? Talking. Breathing. How much concern

should I show?”
I’m about explain just how much when I hear that undeniable baritone I’m

becoming so attached to and it sends a quiver through my core in an instant. “Is
that Liv?”

There’s a brief exchange between the two. Then, Lucas is on the line.
“Where are you?”

“44. Halfway between the interstate and Walmart.”
“I’ll be there in fifteen. Sit tight.”
And then it’s back to waiting.
Lucas beats his own estimations and shows up in nine minutes instead of

fifteen. It still felt like nine hours, but I’m not an ungrateful ass, so I don’t men-
tion it.
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“How many people did you call before I happened to walk in and intercept
your pleas for help?” he asks walking toward me from his truck.

“Just Sketch. And Princess. Then Madi.” I can see where this list isn’t play-
ing out in my favor.

“Were you ever going to call me?”
I shrug. “I’m not used to calling you.”
He stops in front of me, his thumb reaching out to lift my chin to meet his

bossy face. “The next time you need rescuing; I want you to call me first. You’re
not the type of woman who’s going to give me a hell of a lot of chances to swoop
in and be her knight in shining armor. Don’t go screwing me out of what few
opportunities come along.”

“You want to be my knight in shining armor?”
His lips stretch into a smile just as he leans in to kiss me.
“I want to be your everything,” he murmurs, “but yeah, I’ll settle for knight

in shining armor in the meantime.”
Now I’m the one all dopey eyed and goofy faced like I’m straight out of a

Harlequin novel. “In my defense. I don’t usually have to call. You have a way of
just showing up when I need you.”

“That’s not a bad defense,” he nudges my nose with the tip of his playfully.
“Alright. Let’s see about this tire.” His hand slips into mine as he leads the way
to the other side of the car and the back tire hanging from the rim in shreds.

He lets out a low grunt of multiple curse words as he assesses the damage,
then, in his true get shit done fashion, he takes on the task of not only fixing
my tire, but also teaching me as he goes. I briefly feign dumb, helpless girl, but
it only causes him to sneer at me in disgust. So, I suck it up and learn how to
change my damn tire. I can’t see how I’ll ever need to know how to do this, what
with SuperLuke always keeping an eye out for the Liv-signal in the sky. I know,
I’m overlapping my superhero metaphors here, but I’ve got a hot guy engaging
in physical labor using his hands and shit and getting dirty all in the interest of
saving my ass. I can’t be expected to think clearly under these conditions.

Lucas
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“THAT NEW TATTOO IS coming along nicely,” Memphis says, pointing at
my back. We’ve just finished sparring. Our fifth session this week. He likes it be-
cause he’s sitting on nearly eight years of pent up anger. Normally I just appre-
ciate a workout that requires more attention than the treadmill does, but after
the last few weeks, not to mention my mother’s breakdown yesterday, the ap-
peal for me has become increasingly closer to his. Punching things really takes
the edge off when you’re stuck feeling like the world is turning dark and there’s
nothing you can fucking do about it.

“Yeah. Should be close to done after tonight.” Not sure if she knows it, since
there was no mention of it while I was changing her tire earlier, but I’ve got
a session with Heartbreaker this evening. Scheduled it with Cherry as per her
instructions last time she freaked and kicked me out of the shop. Of course, I
went for later rather than sooner, to drag out the time she’d be stuck with me. I
wonder how many more times we’ll have to go through that particular process.
With the shift happening between us we should be close to done with it by now.

“What time are you going in?”
“Around eight. Why?”
He shrugs. “Juli’s been bugging me about wanting a tattoo. Thought maybe

I’d bring her by to meet the girls.”
“And scare her right out of it, or what?”
Juli’s a straight up rodeo princess, tiara and all. She can handle herself

around horses and cattle, but I don’t get the feeling she’d fare so well around the
girls at Pink.

His face distorts into a painful grin, because he knows I’m right. “She wants
a damn butterfly or some other generic shit. I’ve tried to talk her out of it my-
self, but I haven’t had any luck.”

“Maybe because you’re a walking talking poster boy for getting inked. The
girl’s nuts about you, so I’m not surprised she wants to go and get a tattoo. Prob-
ably only doing it for you in the first place.”

He grabs a towel from his gym bag and wipes his face. “What the hell for?
If that mattered to me, I probably wouldn’t be dating her in the first place.”

“Does she know about Riot?” Even at sixteen, she already had several tat-
toos. All hidden unless you went to the beach with her. Then they were pretty
undeniable. Makes sense now, knowing she’s Sketch’s sister.
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He shakes his head, a darkness settling in his eyes. Her name does that. I
should have known better. “No. And she doesn’t need to either, so keep your
trap shut.”

“What about Sketch? You don’t worry she might say something if you take
your new girlfriend in to see her?”

His brows rise up about an inch into his forehead. “I see you and Heart-
breaker talk about more than just your non-existent relationship.”

“Really?”
He shakes his head, tossing the towel back onto the bag on the floor. “No.

Sorry, man.” He rakes his fingers through his hair. “It’s just...I don’t like talking
about her, and I didn’t realize you knew she and Sketch were sisters.”

“Honestly, I was a little surprised you never mentioned it.”
“I don’t like talking about her,” he repeats the same statement to me.
“And you don’t think that maybe bringing Juli around will make you have

to talk about her?”
“No. Sketch doesn’t like talking about her either. That’s why I go see her;

because we can not talk about her together.”
I guess that makes sense.
“So, then Juli’s getting a tattoo.”
He nods, still brooding.
“And for the record, I broke out of the friend zone two days ago so take

your smartass comments and shove ‘em. We’re a thing now. I got the girl.”
The change in topic does little to change his mood though. “Trick is going

to be trying to hang onto her.”
He’s not wrong. She’s probably not going to disappear one night like Riot

did, but I can’t deny that Heartbreaker is likely to have an escape route planned
at every turn for a long, long while to come.
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Chapter Fifteen

HEARTBREAKER

“MADI?” I STOP DEAD in my tracks when I see her in the lobby. “What are
you doing here? I thought I told you not to come by the shop while your fa-
ther’s in town.”

She scowls. “Can we not call him that?” She drops her backpack in one of
the chairs behind the reception desk. “Ash and Hayes had a family thing and I
was bored sitting at the house alone.”

“What family thing? You’re family.”
“A Rob family thing.”
“Oh.” And here it is. The moment keeping the news about Marcus from

Pru biting me in the ass. I knew it would arrive at some inopportune time or
another and now it has. “Well, can’t you crash whatever they have going on?”
If Pru knew, she would have insisted. Anything to keep Madi out of Marcus’s
path, even if it means dealing with her in laws and their snide comments about
Pru’s sister and said offspring.

“No way, dude. Last time I crossed paths with Rob’s brother and his snotty
little wife, I nearly wound up body slamming that chick into the ground.” Madi
sidles up to Cherry, who’s been doing her best to pretend she can’t hear us while
she types up next week’s schedule on the computer. “Are those next week’s ap-
pointments? Is Sev Straight in there anywhere? I know he’s coming to town.”

“Don’t- don’t do that.”
Her eyes widen, as if she could possibly convince me of her innocence. “Do

what?”
“Call him Sev like you know him or something.”
“You do.”
“Yeah. Because I do know him. Seen him naked, know him. It’s different.”

106



She smirks. “So that’s the criteria? I have to see him naked to call him Sev?
I can work with that.”

Oh good God. “Time to go.” I pick her backpack up out of the chair and
start to usher her out of the small reception area and away from the computer
screen, which I know for a fact has Sev’s name on it as we speak.

“You’re no fun anymore.”
“I’ll be more fun when you’re no longer a minor,” I inform her on our way

toward the back door. “I’m gonna drop Madi off at the house real quick. I’ll
be back before my next appointment.” I stop briefly. “Wait. Who’s my next ap-
pointment?”

“Lucas,” Cherry calls back from the front.
“Perfect.” At least I can find ways to make it up to him if I’m late.
“You know, you’re kind of a hypocrite, Aunt Liv. Getting it on with a guy

ten years younger than you and then having half a coronary when I express in-
terest in a guy who’s barely old enough to buy liquor.”

“Nine.”
“Huh?”
“He’s nine years younger, not ten. And Seven’s age is not the issue here.

Yours is. As soon as you turn eighteen you can run out and start boinking nine-
ty-year-olds for all I care.”

She laughs. “Yeah, right. Eight measly little months are going to take you
from overbearing aunt to I couldn’t care less if you have sex with Santa’s creepy
uncle? I think we both know that’s complete bull.”

I’m doing my best not to crack up as well when we step into the back lot
and wind up face to face with my brother. All sounds of laughter die instantly.

“I thought you weren’t supposed to be here until tonight. Don’t you have a
fucking home? A scummy motel room? A cardboard box, or better yet, a fuck-
ing rock to crawl under? Why the hell am I tripping over your ass every time I
walk out of this door?”

I can feel Madi tense up behind me, holding onto my arm, almost like she’s
little again.

Marcus notices her almost instantly. It’s been years since he’s seen her, but
she looks just like her mother. His blood seems to drain from his face, turning
it pale as if he’s seen a ghost. Then he recovers with ease, hiding any remnants
of possible feelings he might have felt.
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“Well, if it isn’t the apple of my eye, all grown up.” The tone of his voice
sends shivers down my spine. Sometimes I swear I don’t even know who he is
anymore. It scares me. He scares me.

“Drop dead, Marcus,” Madi spats from behind me.
He feigns his hurt and shock over her words. Neither are even remotely be-

lievable. “This is how you talk to your father? And you,” he points at me, “you’re
just going to let her? If this is how you’ve been raising her, maybe you’re not
suited to be her guardian after all.”

My blood is rapidly rising to a boil, but I grit my teeth and force my way
through this conversation anyway. “He’s right, Madi. Mind your manners.”

“Fine. Drop dead, Marcus, please.” She smirks. “Happy?”
“Very much. Thanks.” I turn toward my brother. “There. All better now?”
He’s about to come back at me with another argument when a black sedan

catches his gaze as it pulls into the parking lot, heading for the warehouse. Every
cell in my body is screaming to get Madi the hell out of here. The feeling only
gets worse when I realize my brother is having the same exact reaction to seeing
his boss pull up.

“Go. Now,” he hisses through clenched teeth and for the first time in as long
as I can remember, I do exactly what he says.

“Stop pushing me,” Madi grumbles as I shove her into the passenger seat of
my car.

“Get your head down.”
“Have you lost your ever loving mind?” She’s glaring at me like I’m a crazy

person, but I don’t have time to make myself seem saner right now. I have to fo-
cus so I don’t fumble with the keys or draw any unnecessary attention to us by
peeling out of the lot, or worse yet, hitting the truck parked behind me.

“Just do what I say, Madi.” I glance in the rearview mirror and see Marcus
hurrying over to meet his boss, who chooses this particular moment to point at
my car as I’m taking off. “Shit.”

“What the hell just happened?” She’s scared now. I don’t know if that’s
good or bad. I guess if it’ll keep her ass as far away from the shop as possible, I’m
counting it as a positive.

“That man who just pulled up in that fancy car? Yeah, your dad works for
him. Or they’re partners or something. I don’t fucking know. All that matters is
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that he’s bad news. Scary as fuck bad news. So you need to do what I asked you
to in the first place and not come by the shop right now.”

“Okay!” That annoyed teenager vibe is kicking in again. It’s a natural de-
fense to everything. I learned that a long while ago.

“Thank you.” My heart is still racing even though we’re not even on the
same street anymore. I suddenly wish we lived farther away. More distance be-
tween us and that creep would really be welcome right now.

“Aunt Liv?”
“Uh-huh?” My gaze keeps running back to the rearview mirror. I know

I’m being paranoid. No one’s following us. Marcus probably already handled it,
whatever there was to handle. I just wish he hadn’t looked so scared. Show fear
and you’re dead. He never shows fear.

“Are you in danger when you’re at work? Are you guys even safe there right
now?”

Probably not.
“Of course.”
“Are you lying?”
“Of course.” I turn toward her and force myself into a toothy grin. “Look,

I’ve got it under control, K? Just trust me. And for the love of cake, stay away
until I tell you it’s safe to come by again.”

She nods, her lips pressed together tightly.
We drive in silence for the next several blocks. Then we’re home. And safe.

And we know it.
“Any chance you’ll tell me it’s safe sometime before next week?” Madi asks

as she’s getting out of the car.
“Highly unlikely.”
“Because of scary dude or because I’m not allowed to drool all over Seven

Straight until I’m the big 1 – 8?”
“Both. Now get inside and lock the door behind you. I have to get back to

work.”
“Be careful.”
“Always.” I smack my lips together and kiss the air, pointing this display in

her general direction. She in turn rolls her eyes at me and waves before slam-
ming the door shut and heading for the house. I watch until she disappears in-
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side. Then I hurry back to the shop. The sooner I get back, the less likely it is
that Lucas will require an in depth explanation regarding my tardiness.

Lucas
After being stuck in the car with Juli for the last twenty minutes, I’ve come

to the unpleasant realization I don’t like her. Up until now, I’ve only ever been
exposed to her in small doses. In passing, or at an event so large we were in no
way obligated to exchange more that pleasantries with one another. But this
drive here, with just her and Memphis, complete torture.

“You know, you should really let me set you up with one of my girlfriends.
Then we could double date!” Good God, if this is the conclusion she’s come to
after the last round of grunt and grumble responses from me, she really is an id-
iot.

“I’m with someone.” And I’m over making polite small talk.
“He’s seeing Heartbreaker,” Memphis explains. He sounds like he’s on au-

topilot when he talks to her. The words come out. They make sense, but he’s
checked out.

“The one with the tattoos on her face?” I don’t need to see her expression
to know she disapproves. Her tone just said it all.

“Yeah.” So did mine.
“Oh. Well, she seems nice.” God, she’s fake. What the hell does Memphis

see in her? “Is it serious though?” She laughs as if she’s made a joke. “Listen to
me – is it serious?! How serious could it be?!”

“Excuse me?” Memphis needs to stop the car, and now. I need out of the
backseat and as far away from Juli as humanly possible.

“I just mean, she’s clearly not the woman you’re going to marry. Can you
imagine?”

“Yeah. I can.”
“Drop it, Jules,” Memphis warns her quietly. “Lucas isn’t interested in dat-

ing any of your friends. Trust me.”
I can see her reflection in the rear view mirror. She’s pouting now. At least

it’s in silence.
Even better. We’re finally here.
“I’d thank you for driving if I didn’t feel like you owe me an apology for of-

fering me a ride,” I grumble as we walk across the lot up to the front door.
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“Sorry, dude. I forget how she sounds when you don’t know her.”
I find it hard to believe that getting to know her could possibly improve my

impression of her, but for the sake of our friendship I nod.
“Welcome to – oh. Never mind.” Princess ends her greeting with a dismis-

sive wave in our direction and slowly meanders out from behind the counter
to see us. “What brings you boys in here tonight?” She gives me a much faster
once over this time, and saves the slow undressing with her eyes for Memphis,
completely disregarding Juli, who seems temporarily frightened into continued
silence.

“My girl is thinking about getting a piece done. Thought maybe one of you
could squeeze her in. Won’t be anything major. It’s her first one,” Memphis ex-
plains, purposefully moving his arm around Juli’s waist and bringing her closer
to him. I’ve got to hand it to him, he knows how to maneuver around the sticky
parts of a relationship smoothly.

“Mouth can do it.” Princess stares straight at Juli as she says it, her usual
sweet demeanor underlined with a wicked pleasure. Either she’s got a mean
streak I’ve never encountered before now, or this isn’t her first interaction with
Juli.

“Sketch isn’t free?” Even as he’s asking, Memphis is searching the place for
her. She wouldn’t be my first choice, given their history, but I guess the prospect
of handing his girlfriend over to Mouth armed with her standard grit and a nee-
dle would make just about anyone else a more comforting option. If Juli brings
out the evil queen in Princess, I can only imagine what will happen when she’s
exposed to Mouth for any length of time.

“Right, because Sketch always has all sorts of free time when she’s here.
What with being top bitch in the business and all.” Princess isn’t holding back
at all tonight. Maybe it’s not Juli after all. Maybe she’s just pissed the fuck off in
general.

“Uh...Heartbreaker in back?” I’d go see for myself except I don’t want to
leave these two alone with Princess.

“No. She had to run Madi back to the house. Should be back any second
though.” And she’s sweet as pie again. So she’s not in a foul mood, she just
doesn’t like Juli. Well, I can relate.

“Cool. I’ll just go wait for her in her station.” And I take off, leaving Mem-
phis to fend for himself and his snotty girlfriend.
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There’s a half empty cup of coffee sitting on her desk when I get there, along
with a sketch of a woman she was working on. Madi’s visit must have been un-
expected. And she must have been in a damn hurry to get her out of here. Only
one reason for that.

“Where are you going?” Sketch’s voice travels over from her station just as
I’m headed for the back door.

“To check something.” I turn back, glaring, prepared to argue with her, but
she’s buried behind some dude’s massive calf, not even looking at me.

“Check your ass into a chair and chill out. She’s fine. I just talked to her.
She’ll be walking in any second.”

I don’t like it, but I abort my mission to track down Marcus. For the mo-
ment. I stare at the cold coffee for a second then reach for the mug. When it
comes to taking care of this girl, I guess I’m going to have to settle for the small
things right now, like making sure she has a fresh, hot cup of coffee just the way
she likes when she walks back in here.

I’m just topping off her mega sized mug with some half and half when I
hear her voice from the front of the building.

“Memphis, haven’t seen you around here in a long minute. I can’t believe
you haven’t been in sooner. Lucas told me you’ve been back in town for a while
already.”

Judging by the sound of shuffled steps and muffled contact noises, he’s got-
ten up from Mouth’s station to greet her. They’re embracing just as I turn the
corner.

“Yeah. Decided to take some time off this summer.”
I’m pretty sure Juli insisted on it. Wanted to spend some quality time with

their families. Only, Memphis is on the outs with his, so that hasn’t really
panned out thus far.

“Everything okay?” I ask, coming up beside her.
“Not really.” She doesn’t even try to bullshit me this time. We must be mak-

ing progress. “Is that for me?”
Her big eyes land smack on the coffee cup in my hand.
“Maybe.”
“Is that code for yes?”
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“Gag me. You guys are disgusting,” Mouth blasts us from her station. “Now
get a room so I can get back to work over here. Chicki-poo won’t sit still if her
man isn’t holding her hand.”

I catch Memphis start to roll his eyes right before he notices me watching
and hurries over to sit with Juli instead. When I turn back toward Liv, she’s
grinning.

“Sure you don’t want a sweet and pure one like her?”
“I’m going to pretend you didn’t just ask me that.”
“Can I have that coffee now?”
“Does Mouth know about us?”
“Yeah. Why?”
I answer her by pressing my lips to hers just long enough for a proper hello.

Then, I hand her the cup. “Here you go.”
“I can’t believe you just did that,” she gasps.
“Really? After what I did to you this morning on your kitchen counter,

I would think a teensy tiny kiss would have been easy to believe. Anticipate
even.”

She blushes, a sight I’m getting used to, but still find undeniably adorable.
“Come on,” she mumbles, pinching the material of my shirt and dragging

me back to her corner. “Let’s get this tattoo of yours done so you can stop stalk-
ing me at work.”

“I’m pretty sure we both know I’m still going to keep showing up here.”
She looks back at me over her shoulder, fighting the smile I can clearly see

in her eyes. “You’re a real pain in my ass, you know that?”
“Says the woman who repeatedly thwarts my efforts to romance her even

though we both know she’s crazy about me. I’m pretty sure that’s the definition
of pain in one’s ass.”

“I’m not crazy about you. You make me crazy. There’s a difference. And you
should know, the latter isn’t nearly as flattering.”

“We were comparing each other to hemorrhoids a second ago. I’m pretty
clear that flattery is not part of the equation at this point in the conversation.”

Her stern expression shifts to disgust and then amused. “God, I hate you.”
“Is that code for I love you?”
“GAG ME!” Mouth’s voice rings out from the other side of the shop.

Sound travels well in here. I’ll have to remember that. Meanwhile, Liv is busy-
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ing herself with setting up as if the last five minutes never happened. They did.
Her cheeks are beet red and her lips are squirming even as she’s doing her best
to keep them pressed together straight. They definitely happened.
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Chapter Sixteen

HEARTBREAKER
Juli’s tattoo was done in a matter of minutes. I only caught part of Mouth’s

grumblings, but I believe she went for something generic in the way of a but-
terfly. No original art, just something random she found when she googled im-
ages. We used to get a lot of those when we first opened and no one knew who
we were or what we were about. I don’t mind doing them, but some of the girls
almost take offense to pre-drawn silhouettes. We’re in it for the art, and there
isn’t much room or need for skill and creativity when it comes to tracing.

Now that Juli’s got her little flutter of ink on her ankle, she’s sitting propped
up in a chair beside my station, watching me with an unnerving scrutiny I’m
not accustomed to from people who don’t know squat about getting tattooed.
Which means of course, she’s not studying me in regard to my work, but rather
as the potential woman in Lucas’s life. I should tell her not to bother. She’s not
going to approve. Thankfully, I don’t need her to.

“It looks like yours,” she observes, nodding at Memphis whose curiosity is
definitely directed at the piece and nothing else.

“It’s supposed to,” Lucas mutters dryly.
“So you two have matching tattoos? Baby, I want matching tattoos.” She

pushes her lip out in a pout. I want to reach out and pinch it. Apparently, it
doesn’t bring out the same aggressive tendencies in Memphis, who briefly turns
toward her, smiling. “I told you, that’s bad luck.”

“You said getting someone’s name tattooed on you was bad luck.” Her voice
is whiny in a way I’ve sometimes imagined Pru talking to Rob when she wants
to buy a new pair of shoes she’s never going to wear.

“Names, matchy tats, anything like that is just bad juju when it comes to re-
lationships. Trust me.”

“What if we were married? If we were locked in with one another for the
rest of our lives? Then would you have my name tattooed on you?” She’s chang-
ing her tune now, going for the sweet vibe. It’s not working though.
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“No, Juli.” He sounds like his patience is wearing thin with her. “I’ve told
you a million times. I’m never putting anyone’s name on my body. Not even
yours. Not even if we’re married.”

I pause, my gaze automatically travelling to his wrist and Riot’s name writ-
ten there for all eternity. When I turn back toward Lucas he’s watching me over
his shoulder, his eyes telling me to keep my mouth shut. Juli doesn’t know.

I take a deep breath and get back to work. The sooner I get this done, the
sooner I can get her out of here.

“What about you, Heartbreaker? Do you have anyone’s name on you?”
Oh, good God, now she’s roping me into this.
“Yep.”
“Ha!” she says triumphantly.
“My grandmother’s. I never knew her, but my father told me such amazing

stories about her, she’s always been a sort of source of inspiration for me. I had
her name put right below my heart on my ribcage, to remind me where I come
from. What I’m capable of,” I ramble on as I continue to fill in the blue wings of
Lucas’s dragon. I find it way too satisfying, putting her in her place like this. I’m
not even sure why she rubs me the wrong way. It’s not like we never get girls like
her in here. Get them all the time, but they’re not dating Memphis. Memphis is
one of the best. He deserves the best. I just don’t feel like that’s what he’s getting
here.

“Learn something new every day,” Lucas mutters softly under his breath so
only I can hear him.

I stop what I’m doing and turn toward Juli and Memphis. I don’t know
what’s gotten into me. Maybe it’s standing so close to him and his half naked
body for too long. Maybe it’s the sweet, genuine sound of his words telling me
he wants to know me, really know me. Or maybe it’s just the burning desire at
the pit of my stomach urging me to get Juli and her prying eyes away from me
as far and fast as possible.

“You know, you guys don’t have to wait. Lucas and I can just go home to-
gether when I’m done.”

It’s like the whole world just stood still. Every head in the place is turned
toward me.

“Yes. That’s right. I said it. We’re going home together. We are a we. Lucas is
my boyfriend now. Whatever. It’s not a big deal.”
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I can hear Cherry giggle. Princess is grinning like the Cheshire fucking cat,
and Mouth and Sketch actually high five. Everyone else in the building just
kind of stares around, slightly confused but still clear that something positive
just happened.

Lucas stands, facing me. “That kinda killed you, didn’t it?! Just announcing
it to the world like that. Had to hurt a little.” Mockery. Always with the mock-
ery.

“Don’t make me take it back, because I could.” I twitch my mouth back and
forth, doing my damnedest to keep it from spreading out across my face. No
way am I smiling. “Now sit your ass back down so I can finish this.”

“I like it when you get bossy like that,” he carries on with his teasing. Sweet
Jesus, he’s hot when he’s pissing me off.

Memphis taps Lucas’s knee with the back of his hand. “We’re out of here
then. Later, Heartbreaker.”

“It was good seeing you. Don’t be a stranger while you’re in town.” I wave at
Juli who isn’t nearly as chatty anymore. Memphis says goodbye to Sketch on the
way out, but it’s in passing since she has a client and he has Juli. Then, they’re
gone and the steady murmur of the shop takes over, letting me zone out and fo-
cus on my work.

After I finish with Lucas, I have two more appointments before it’s time to
close up for the night. It’s down to just him and Sketch keeping me company
as I’m counting out the cash and preparing the night drop. I have a safe here in
the office, but ever since Marcus went into business right outside my back door,
I’ve made it a habit not to leave any money in the building overnight. Granted,
I have a near fatal anxiety attack every time I have to walk from the door to my
car with the bag full of cash, but it’s better than the nervous breakdown I’d have
every night lying in bed wondering if my business was being plundered.

Lucas lets out a low whistle as I bag up the bundles of twenties. “Maybe I
should come and work for you.”

“Sorry, no boys allowed here,” I remind him even though I know he’s not
serious.

“What are you doing for money these days?” Sketch inquires as she pulls
up a stool and sits down, rolling back and forth on it.
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“Savings. I’ve had a decent income for the last seven years and hardly any
bills. Money isn’t the issue right now. Figuring out what the hell I want to do
with my life is.”

She nods, staring at the ground. She’s half thinking, half zoning out. It’s not
for lack of caring, but I know she’s exhausted. Working morning ‘til night here,
we both are. “Aren’t you supposed to be all set on the McNealy path to family
success?”

He snorts. “Depends on your definition of success.”
“I take it yours has nothing to do with boatloads of money and mansions

big enough to house a small village?” I ask. I know the answer. I’ve assumed the
answer. I want to hear it.

“Does yours?”
“You’ve seen where I live. What do you think?” I laugh. Money is nice and

all, but it’s not the be all end all in my world. Never has been.
He bends down, placing each hand on one arm rest of my chair and facing

me full on. “I think you define success by living on your own terms, doing what
you love and pushing yourself to reach for higher standards, always exceeding
everyone’s expectations but never touching your own.” He pauses, his stare lin-
gering on me making my insides slowly unravel, “that’s what I want.”

“That all?”
“Almost.”
I’m holding my breath, convinced he’s about to point out yet again that I’m

part of his long-term plans for the future. But he stays silent, his sexy lips hitch-
ing up just ever so slightly, letting me know that once again, he knows exactly
what I’m thinking.

Sketch clears her throat loudly, reminding us of her presence. Not that I
forgot she was here. I sort of forgot she was here.

“Are we done here, or what?”
Lucas straightens up, releasing me from my temporary man prison. As soon

as he does, I zip up the deposit bag and drop it into my extra-large purse. “Yes.
We’re done.”

“Thank God. You two are almost unbearable to watch.” She gets to her feet
and pushes the stool back into the corner. “I think I liked it better when you
two were busy pretending you weren’t hot for each other.”

Lucas brings his hands up to dispute her. “I’ve never pretended that.”
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Both of them turn toward me, anticipating my denial, which truth be told,
I was fully prepared to announce as soon as I heard her say what she said. A
kneejerk reaction; one I realize would not result in an ending favorable to me.
So I sigh, admitting defeat.

“Yeah, I pretended the hell out of it. It was the more respectable thing to
do, and, for the record, I also liked it better that way.”

Sketch grins. There’s something unsettling brewing in her eyes. She’s about
to humiliate me, I just know it.

“Really? Respectable? That’s the word you would choose to describe hiding
in his mother’s garage, with your horny hot body hanging in the open refriger-
ator, crying into the phone for me to come and save you from the sexy soldier
boy who just won’t leave you alone?”

Lucas can barely contain his delight at her statement. I hate them both.
“You suck.” I glare at her, walking past them and toward the door. I pur-

posely flip the lights out without warning.
His arm snakes around my waist, slowing me down and putting my back-

side closer to his body than I would consider to be safe given the current topic
of conversation.

“If it makes you feel any better, I’ve been having to hide spontaneous boners
from people for the last fourteen years. It’s been no picnic pining away for you
all this time.”

“Sometimes, you weren’t so hot at hiding them,” Sketch remarks snarkily,
reaching for the handle and letting her hand hover on it. “Now break it up be-
fore you get another one and Heartbreaker gets too frazzled to punch in the
code to activate the alarm.”

“I’m going to remember this, you know.” I move over to the security sys-
tem’s panel and put in the code.

“And what?”
“And someday, the tables will turn and you’ll be the one getting all antsy

and horny over someone and I’m going to dish it back with seconds.”
Sketch grins, opening the door and leading the way outside. “Never going

to happen. Me and all that lovey bullshit parted ways ages ago and I have no
intention of letting our paths cross again. Ever.”

A bold statement from someone whose one and only long-term relation-
ship has been a constant on again off again for the last decade.
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“Oh, it’s going to happen, and I’m going to be ready when it does.”
Sketch turns back to counter, when our silly argument is interrupted by a

body being thrown out through the main entrance of the warehouse, slamming
into a van parked a few feet over and a man the size of a beast coming flying out
after him like he’s prey and the beast is going in for the kill.

Lucas
I’m just at the passenger side door of Liv’s car, preparing to open it for her

so I can take her by the bank and then home, when the commotion of a strug-
gle stops me dead in my tracks. Cursing myself for stepping away from her, even
just for a second, I hurry back to reach her. Only Liv is on the move as well. Be-
fore I can stop her, she’s flinging herself between the kid, slouching against the
van, barely even conscious, and the hulk of a dude fixing to pound him into the
ground.

“Back off !” she yells, spreading her arms out to shield the crumbling guy
behind her.

I don’t wait to see if the hulk will listen. I just swing and hit, punching him
square in the side of his jaw and knocking him back. He stumbles but catches
himself before he falls. Having no intention of letting him gather his footing
again so he can come after me instead of the kid heaped on the ground at Liv’s
feet, I charge at him, fists at the ready. This guy’s at least a foot taller than me,
but his fighting methods are based on his size, not skill, so I’ve got the upper
hand. At least for the time being. Even as we’re going at each other, I can see
more guys spilling out of the building and into the lot. It’s just a matter of time
before I’m outnumbered in this brawl.

I have a split second of eye contact with Sketch, who’s busy helping Liv get
the kid back to his feet and I yell, “Get her the hell out of here!”

“Yeah, okay.” Even under duress I can make out the sarcasm.
I barely dodge a fist to my temple, when someone else bear hugs me from

behind and drags me backwards. I snap my head back, forcefully slamming my
skull into my newest opponent, who lets go in an instant. It’s no use though.
Three more guys are coming at me.

Liv is screaming for the fighting to stop while Sketch is busy cursing loudly
at anyone who dares come within a five-foot radius of her and Liv. I can taste
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blood coming from my split lip. Not sure when that happened, but I’m guess-
ing it’s not the only place I’ve been hit.

“Enough!” A new voice. One I don’t recognize. But I’m the only one, be-
cause the fighting stops instantly. My eyes dart straight to Liv. She’s paler than
I’ve ever seen her, staring right back at me. The fear is vividly etched into every
fleck of skin on her beautiful face. Seeing it hurts worse than anything else
bleeding or broken right now.

“Marcus, maybe you’d like to explain to your sister that we’re running a
business here. A business she should stay out of in the future, provided she val-
ues the prospect of having one.” Now that I can see him, I understand why it
only took one word to call off his henchmen. He’s not big, but he’s dangerous.
If the maniacal way he smiles when he talks is any indication of it, he’s not just
a career criminal but a full-blown psychopath.

“Maybe someone should explain to you, that my business was here first and
a dead body in my parking lot would be a real fucking problem for me.”

Goddammit. Why can’t she ever be scared silent?!
“Olivia,” Marcus cuts in before his boss can. “Inside. Now. We need to have

a little chat.”
“Fuck that.” All eyes are back on me. “She’s not going anywhere with you.”
“I thought we already had this talk, Lucas.” Marcus moves into my path un-

til we’re looking right at each other.
“So did I. Apparently, you weren’t listening.” I’ll take on every fucking guy

out here before I let her walk out of my sight.
“Marcus,” the man’s voice is increasingly impatient. “Deal with this.” He

flicks his wrist in our direction. “Or I will.” And there’s no misinterpreting his
statement.

“I’ll handle it.” Marcus nods curtly. “This won’t happen again.”
“It better not.” He leers at Liv in a way that makes me want to puke my

fucking guts out. No man should ever look at a woman that way, least of all the
one I love. And I know, without a second’s contemplation or second guess, that
I would kill him if he ever touched her.
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Chapter Seventeen

HEARTBREAKER
The kid who started this whole mess is still slouched over on the ground at

my feet. One of his hands is loosely wrapped around my ankle; he doesn’t even
have the strength to grip it. Blood is leaking from his split brow and busted
nose, and judging by the way he groans with every breath, his ribs are at the very
least severely bruised, but more than likely broken.

But the worst part in all of this, is that I know him. His name is Wes. He
goes to school with Madi. He’s been to my house. Studied with her when they
were partnered up in debate class last year. Had dinner in my kitchen, stayed
late to watch The Breakfast Club one night. I liked him. How I feel about him
at this moment in time is up for debate. The way the words stupid fucking kid
keep running on repeat in my mind don’t bode well for him, but am I prepared
to watch some asshole beat him to death? No fucking way.

“Step away from the boy, Olivia,” my brother orders with his men on stand-
by, ready to haul the kid off to finish whatever the hell they started before they
wound up out here.

“No.”
“Olivia.” There’s an underlying plea in his stern tone.
“Why? What did he do?” I demand. Maybe if Marcus hears himself say it

out loud he’ll realize how ridiculous it is to kill someone over.
“Doesn’t matter.”
“They cheated,” Wes mutters through his ragged, painful breaths.
“You’re letting kids walk blindly into fixed fights? Why the fuck doesn’t

that surprise me?” Lucas’s voice forces me to turn my head in his direction. It’s a
pull I can’t control, or break free from, and I hate it. Especially now, because he’s
bleeding too. His lip is swollen, and the blood is smeared across his jaw from
where he keeps wiping it with the back of his hand.

I take little solace in seeing him standing upright, walking without wincing,
because I know he could be dying from internal injuries and somehow he’d still
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manage to put up a front and keep fighting if that’s what it took to protect me.
Me. The person at fault here. The person responsible for dragging him into this
bloodbath.

“You want to be in the middle of this shit, McNealy? Fine. Have it your
own fucking way, but do us all a favor and get my sister the hell out of here.” My
brother’s finger is pointing out into the black night, aimlessly. Just, away.

“Come on, Heartbreaker,” Sketch comes up close to me, her hand on my
arm. “Your brother’s right. For once. We need to go. Now.”

Pain stings my chest. I can’t believe she’d side with him. “Not without Wes.”
“I assumed that much was clear,” she says dryly, bending down to reach for

him. I follow her example and hoist him up by his other side.
“I can’t let you take the kid,” my brother hisses under his breath.
Lucas steps between us. “You don’t have a choice.” Then he stands guard be-

tween Marcus and his men and Sketch and me until we’ve hauled Wes all the
way over to my car and stuffed him unceremoniously into my backseat.

When I turn back, I’m too far out of earshot to hear what else is being said.
I can’t breathe, waiting and watching while my brother and the guy who’s taking
my whole world by storm have it out. Then, at last, Lucas turns away, coming
back to us.

His expression is grim. Grim and pissed, but not scared. He never looks
scared.

Marcus is back on his way into the warehouse when I search for him. He’s
done with us for the time being. Only after everything that just went down, I
can’t help but be worried about my brother and the repercussions he’s bound to
have to face after letting all of us walk away. Again.

“Start the car,” Lucas growls as soon as he’s close enough.
“What did he say to you? How did you end it?”
“Get in the fucking car, Liv!” This time I do what he says without hesitat-

ing. He never talks to me like that. Whatever was said, it’s likely about to make
things a lot worse.

No one says much while we’re driving. Wes is slowly but surely recouping,
and insists on being dropped off at his girlfriend’s house, which I reluctantly
agree to after he swears repeatedly he'll go to the hospital should he suddenly
start vomiting blood or have any other symptoms suggesting his insides are
damaged and in need of more than just time and an ice pack.
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Sketch makes random comments about having left her precious Jeep be-
hind and how heads will roll if it’s not exactly the way she left it come morning.
I know she’s just trying to distract herself. It’s how she copes. Denial. She rides
that wave of intentional ignorance all the way to her front door, where we sit
and watch from the car until she disappears inside safely.

Then it’s just us. Me and Lucas.
“You have to go to the cops.” Considering he’s had half an hour to come up

with it, I’d expected a more complex opening line.
“I can’t.”
“This is getting out of control, Liv. You can’t keep protecting your brother

at the expense of your own safety.”
I slam on the brakes, so exasperated by his statement I nearly just ran a red

light.
“That’s not what I’m doing. I would have happily called the cops on Mar-

cus’s ass the day he opened up shop in that old warehouse, but I couldn’t. I still
can’t.”

“Why not?” His frustration is turning to anger and I’m doing my best not
to take it personally. I know it’s not directed at me.

“Don’t you get it? I own that building too. If I call the cops on his illegal
business, I go down as well.”

He shakes his head, unwilling to see it. “You don’t know that. You can’t be
held responsible –“

“Yes, I can! He has me on tape. Every time I’ve marched over there to have
it out with him, it was recorded. The place has more security cameras than a
fucking casino. It would take nothing – NOTHING – for Marcus to drag me
down with him. Even if by some miracle he didn’t, I would still lose everything.
That’s not some amateur criminal Marcus has partnered with. He’s a profession-
al. Major organized crime. The cops bust a place like that, this whole corner lot
turns into a crime scene, my shop included. It would take weeks, maybe months
before we could get back to business, and by then, I wouldn’t have shit left to
do business with.”

“So, what’s the plan? Just sit back and wait for things to escalate?”
“No!” We’re shouting at each other. I hate this. “The exact opposite. Watch

and step in when necessary to keep things from escalating!”
He laughs, but it’s harsh and almost hurtful. “You mean like tonight?”
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“As a matter of fact, yes, like tonight. They would have killed that kid if we
hadn’t stopped them.”

He slams his fist so hard into my dash, I’m shocked the airbag doesn’t de-
ploy. “You’re not getting it, Liv. You stopped them from killing the kid, but now
they want to kill you! That’s what Marcus told me before we left. That’s what
he said. He said not to let you out of my fucking sight, because you’re on the
hit list. One wrong move - you give them even the slightest motivation - and
you’re done. Dead. Gone. Call me crazy or selfish or whatever, but hearing that
the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with is about to not have one just
doesn’t fucking jive with me, Liv.”

I’m basically parked at the stop sign leading down to my street. I’ve been
sitting here for several minutes, so it can’t be counted as driving anymore, which
is probably good. I’m not sure I should be driving. That last bit pretty much
knocked the wind out of me along with everything else that enables me to think
and act and function period.

Finally, I can formulate words. Slowly. And quietly. “Marcus won’t let them
kill me.”

“Bullshit.”
“He’s my brother, Lucas. He may be capable of heinous things, but I’m still

his family.”
He shakes his head, bitterly. “You’re putting too much faith in him. Besides,

what makes you think he even has the power to stop them?”
I lift my gaze from where it’s been locked on the steering wheel to meet his.

“Because we walked away tonight.” I take a deep, long breath. “And now you
need to walk away again.”

“What?” This time his anger is definitely directed at me, but it doesn’t mat-
ter. Nothing is going to hurt me worse than what I’m about to do anyway.

“Marcus won’t let them kill me. But he won’t stop them from killing you.”
“I can take care of myself.”
“Good. Do it. Take care of yourself. But do it really fucking far away from

me.” I’ll beg if I have to. I’ll be mean. Cold. I don’t care. Whatever it takes to
make him walk, I’ll do it.

“Are you fucking insane? I’m not walking away.”
“Lucas.”
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“No. Don’t.” He holds his hand up to try and thwart my arguments, but it’s
not enough to stop me from making them.

“Think of your mother. What do you think she went through the last seven
years while you were out there, fighting wars and risking your life and all while
so far out of reach she couldn’t see you or get to you if anything happened? And
now, after finally having you home and knowing that you’re safe, you think it’s
okay to put her through that again? It’s not.”

“My mother would never have to know.”
“Yeah. Unless something happens. Think I want to make that fucking call?!

Think I want to tell her that my family has cost her more than her sister? That
my bastard brother took her son as well?”

“And what about me? Huh? Who the hell is going to call me when it’s you?
And what am I going to do when I do find out? How am I going to live with
myself then?”

“I don’t care how you live with it, as long as you live.”
“You don’t get to do that. You don’t get to cut me loose and act like it’s some

selfless, heroic thing you’re doing. It’s not. It’s selfish.”
I can’t even follow his line of thinking anymore. “How is it selfish that I

want you to live?”
“Because you don’t fucking get it. You die, I die. And it won’t matter if I’m

still breathing or not. Because I love you. Because I’ve loved you for longer than
I can remember. Because I’ve spent every day from the moment I met you wait-
ing for the moment that you would love me back. That’s when I would finally
be alive. Until then, I was just in limbo. Stuck. Incapable of feeling anything for
anyone else because everything I felt for you was consuming me, engulfing me,
trapping me, with no hope of ever reaching you, until now. I know what it’s like
to release those feelings now. I know how the sensation of being loved by you in
return soars through my body and brings me to life like nothing else ever has,
ever could.”

I swallow – Again – but the lump in my throat won’t budge. Won’t dissolve.
Won’t allow me to say what I need to say. And I need to say it.

“No, you don’t,” I whisper. “You couldn’t.”
“Excuse me?” His lids drop low, slanting his eyes at me suspiciously. He

knows. He’s warning me not to say it.
“I don’t love you, Lucas.”
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“You really expect me to believe that?”
“I don’t. Maybe I wanted to...but I don’t.”
He nods, biting his lip and staring down at his hands, folded in his lap in

a way that seems ironically casual. After a moment, he simply opens the door,
about to step out of the car, right here in the intersection. I close my eyes, antic-
ipating the slam of it shutting on me, but instead it’s the quiet calm of his deep
voice that shatters me from the inside out.

“Heartbreaker. I get it now.”
Then the door closes softly. And it’s my heart that breaks.
My chest tightens and I feel like I can barely breathe, but I can’t worry about

air right now. I’m too busy dealing with tears. Tears I don’t deserve to cry. The
mounting pressure and painful sting should serve me right for what I’ve done,
but I can’t fight them.

I squeeze my eyes shut tightly in one last effort, then open them and breath
and tears both escape me in one long, ragged whoosh. When the blur clears,
I’m stunned by what I find.

What I feel.
Him.
His arms, reaching out to wrap me up in them. And his voice, rumbling

softly in my ear, his breath caressing my hot skin.
“You didn’t really think I would fall for that. Did you?”

Lucas

SHE ALMOST DID IT. Almost made me believe out was the only way. For
that split second when I opened the door, I thought I was doing it. Thought I
was walking away. Then, I felt it. The wall. Some invisible force, stronger than
anything I’ve ever felt, keeping me from breaking away from her. I couldn’t do
it. I never wanted to do it. But damn it all, if now it hasn’t become completely
impossible.

I hold her, right here in the street, across the middle console of her car. I
hold her, and she cries, but it’s different from the last time I held her. She was
grieving then. This is painful too, but mingled in with the ache and guilt and
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fear is something else. Relief. She’s relieved I’m still here, and it calms the beast
still raging inside me.

Marcus brought us here. Marcus is the reason everything good in her world
is on the verge of collapsing. Why she felt losing me was inevitable, and giving
me up the only viable option.

“I want to go home,” she whispers into the crook of my neck where her face
is nestled.

“I’ll take you.” Reluctantly, I release her and get out to walk around the car
to the driver’s side while she climbs over the console into the passenger seat. It
takes less than a minute’s drive before we’re inside her garage, then walking into
the house where the illusion of our safe sanctuary deceives us into believing the
world will be a better place again after a good night’s sleep. We both know it
won’t be, but there’s nothing we can do about it tonight, so we believe the lie.
Because the truth can make us self-destruct, and no fucking way am I making it
that easy for Marcus.
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Chapter Eighteen

HEARTBREAKER
“We have to start closing early on fight nights,” I announce before Sketch

even makes it inside.
“I figured as much.” She nods grimly, tossing her bag behind the front desk.

“We should take Cherry off the schedule while we’re at it. Mouth and Princess
can hold their own if need be, but having Cherry wandering around in this mess
makes me think of Bambi and the hunters. It’s not good.”

“God, I could do without your visuals every once in a while,” I groan, as
a weird image of cartooned Cherry with big innocent eyes being chased by
hunters flashes in my mind. “Also, I agree. Same thing was keeping me awake
last night. Not the Bambi scene, but the gist of the feeling was the same.”

She pulls the calendar toward her at the desk. “Might lose her. I don’t imag-
ine she can afford to take unlimited amounts of unpaid vacation.”

“I can pay her some. Base salary. At least a week.” I sigh. I’m wiped out. No
sleep will do that. “Maybe it’ll be over by then.”

Sketch scowls. “You need to stop thinking of life as a glass half full and con-
sider going with a mug half empty. You know if you were staring at half a cup of
coffee you wouldn’t feel optimistic about squat. You’d be cursing everyone and
plowing down anyone in the way of you and the coffee pot. That’s the sort of
attitude we need right now. Not some flimsy, half-baked idea that this little il-
legal fight club pickle we’ve got ourselves in will just magically disappear in the
next seven days.”

“She’s right.” The sound of my brother’s voice stops my heart for a split sec-
ond. As does the sight of him.

“How the hell did you get in here?” The alarm was still set when we got
here, and we would have heard him come in since.

“That’s really not the issue right now. We have more important things to
talk about.” He takes several steps in our direction until he’s within a couple of
feet from the both of us.
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“More important things than how you’re breaking into my shop? I don’t
know, Marcus, that’s pretty fucking important to me. Especially when I think
about who else could have access to it through you.” The skin on my chest feels
like it’s on fire. Apparently the rash I used to have to work myself into is now
instantaneous.

“I agree.” He nods. I didn’t see that coming. “That’s why you need to buy
me out.”

Definitely didn’t see that one either.
“Excuse me?”
“Buy me out of the will. You pay me, I pay Rediger. We both disappear and

your life goes back to normal.” He’s calm. Matter of fact. Acting as if this was
always part of the plan.

“Great idea. I like it. Really. There’s just one small problem. I don’t have that
kind of money.” Sure, business is great and overhead is cheap, since the building
is paid for, but Madi goes to private school, and when she’s not there racking
up tuition bills, or hanging with her super rich cousins and doing all their super
expensive things including their summer hobbies of soft ball and paddle board-
ing, she’s at the dance studio, a cute idea when she was five and looked adorable
in a tutu, but a spendy one now that I’m shelling out cash for shoes and tights
and costumes every time I turn around. I’m not complaining. I love that she
dances. But kids aren’t cheap to begin with, and Madi’s a top shelf kid. Point
being, money comes in, but it finds speedy ways back out again.

“Find it. Get a loan. Sell the house. Ask Pru, I don’t give a fuck how you
come up with it, but come up with it. The faster the better.”

“Why?” Sketch takes a step into the circle. I’m glad she’s here. I can count
on her to think clearly when I’m not. “Why do you suddenly want out? I
thought you were running a very lucrative business back there. There’s the ob-
vious legality issue, but I can’t imagine that’s suddenly a problem for you, and
even if it were, you’d be willing to overlook it for the kind of cash you’re pulling
in. Cash that would add up to a hell of lot more over the next year than selling
out now would.”

“Yeah. What gives?” I squint suspiciously and place both hands on my
waist, doing my best to portray the keen sort of person who would have had the
sense to pick up on all those details on her own. I’m not. Hadn’t thought of any
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of them. Sketch did though. Interestingly enough, her stance looks nothing like
mine, and her eyes aren’t narrowed, they’re slightly buggish.

“I owe Rediger money.” His jaw clenches visibly. I don’t know what he hates
more: the situation he’s apparently found himself in or having to tell us about it.
“I was running a pretty good operation out in Vegas up until a year ago. Mon-
ey was pouring in. All the higher ups were taking turns patting me on the back
and making promises of bigger assignments and my own big fortune heading
my way. Then, they screwed me. Bigtime. Shit fell apart and I was handpicked
to fall down with it. Then, along comes Rediger. Says he sees potential in me
and he’s willing to help me out of this jam with the big bosses.”

I snort involuntarily and he shoots me a dirty look.
“I’m sorry, but you really thought of Rediger as some good Samaritan, your

personal guarding angel, swooping in to save the day? Give me a break.”
“I didn’t have a fucking choice, Liv. It was either him or hell. Prison or the

afterlife. Things weren’t looking so hot for me.”
“I’m thinking you mean they were looking scorchingly hot,” Sketch re-

marks, equally put off by his decision to invite this Rediger into his life and ul-
timately, ours.

“Fine, you’re right. I deserve to go to hell. I took the coward’s way out and
I bargained with the devil trying to stay alive. Now it’s going to cost me more
than I bargained for.” He drops his chin toward his chest, his hands hanging
listless at his side. He looks defeated. In all my life, I’ve only ever seen my broth-
er this distraught one other time: when Madi’s mother died. He stood in our
father’s kitchen, wrecked, and for one brief second my heart ached for him.
The next day he was a completely different person again. I always assumed that
night had been part of his game, that he’d been playing our father. Faking his
grief for some ulterior motive that only suited his own needs. Now, I’m not so
sure. He seems genuine. Whatever else I feel for my brother, fear is the most
overwhelming part of it all.

“What does he want?” I whisper. It’s me. I know it. I’ve seen the way he
leers at me. Heard the things he says.

“Madi.”
“No.” My knees feel weak. My heart feels frail as if it could stop beating at

any given moment, and the air I need to keep breathing escapes me.
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“What do you mean, he wants Madi?” Sketch demands, a predatory glare
in her wild eyes. She doesn’t take kindly to threats, least of all those directed at
the girls in our midst.

“He said I’m taking too long to pay back my loan. He’s been gradually cut-
ting back my percentage of the profits for weeks, claiming it’s the only way to
offset the mounting piles of interest I owe. Now, all this trouble with you two
and Lucas...he feels that taking Madi off your hands for a while will help you
focus on what’s important again while Madi...works off the money I owe.”

I’m going to be sick. “Does he know? Does he know she’s your daughter?”
“Of course he knows!” The outburst is loud and frightening, his voice

wrought with emotions I thought he was incapable of experiencing.
Something shifts inside my head. Maybe it breaks, I don’t know. I just know

that I need to do something. Anything. Now.
I start to move toward the desk, and I nearly trip getting there. Then I fum-

ble for the phone before staring at the numbers blankly. I don’t know anyone’s
number. Nothing is memorized, or maybe it was and whatever broke inside me
at the thought of that beast wanting my Madi completely erased everything
there ever was inside my head.

“What the hell are you doing?” Sketch is beside me, her hand on mine, gen-
tly pushing it down to replace the receiver.

“I need to call Lucas.” I didn’t even know that’s what I was doing until she
asked and I said it out loud, “but I don’t know his number.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s in your cell.” She’s speaking slowly as she walks me back-
wards a few steps, putting distance between me and the phone.

“Oh. Right.” Broken. My brain is definitely broken. My thoughts aren’t
thinking.

“You can’t tell him about this, Liv,” Marcus snarls at me. The guy I’ve known
most of my life is back. The cold one. The one who has no heart.

“You don’t get to decide that,” I shriek. “You don’t get to decide anything
anymore! Your decisions suck, Marcus. Your decisions created this... this horri-
ble... disgusting... despicable... unbearable...” I can’t find the word I want. Noth-
ing that comes to mind feels even remotely suitable. They’re all too small. They
don’t mean what I need them to mean.
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Marcus comes at me with force, his hands gripping both my arms and hold-
ing me in place as he begins to hammer me with more information. Informa-
tion I don’t know how to compute anymore.

“Listen to me. Nothing is happening right this second. Madi is safe for now,
but it’s not going to stay that way if you keep getting in his face. And it’s defi-
nitely not going to stay that way if I don’t come up with the rest of the money I
owe him. So, rather than lose your shit and go crying to your boyfriend, take a
deep breath, get ahold of yourself and start thinking about how you’re going to
help me get it.”

“How much and how long?” That’s all I really need to know now.
“A hundred grand.” He releases me and takes a step back. “And nine days.”
“Why nine?” Leave it to Sketch to be hung up on the details.
“It was ten when he issued the ultimatum last night.”
Nine days. A hundred thousand dollars in nine days. Even if I could get a

loan, I’d never get the cash in time to hand it over.
Marcus turns and starts toward the back door. He stops briefly with his fin-

gers wrapped around the handle. “They’re watching your every move, Liv. You
do anything stupid, and he kills us both. And then Madi has no one left to pro-
tect her.”

I can hear Sketch take in a sharp breath. She’d die protecting Madi. I know
that, and now we both know it could actually come to that.

Lucas
I WALK SEVEN BLOCKS before I realize I’ve got a case of the Forest Gumps
and am likely to just keep going indefinitely if I don’t find some other way
to diffuse the rage ripping at my insides. Liv called, crying and terrified. She
wouldn’t say why, but we all know why. Walking at a near run, pounding the
pavement in anger with every step, I turn down the next street coming up. I
don’t know anyone on this end of town anymore. Everyone I went to school
with grew up and moved away, and unlike me, they weren’t stupid enough to
come back.
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I can’t go home. No way in hell can my parents see me like this, and Liv in-
sisted repeatedly that I stay away from the shop today. Under no circumstances
am I to come anywhere near there. A really shitty fucking thing to have to
agree to when the woman you love is falling apart and every instinct you have is
screaming at you to go to her, but I promised I wouldn’t. So I won’t. But I can’t
keep walking either. Definitely not down this road anyway. There’s an old beer
pub a mile down. What I’ll do if I get there, I don’t know. Given my current
frame of mind I’ll likely be in a bar brawl before I have a chance to order a beer.
Maybe walking out of the house without a plan wasn’t such a stellar idea after
all.

I stop. I hear sirens running somewhere nearby and it takes all I’ve got not
to turn left at the next intersection and race to the shop to check on her. I know
she’s safe. The shop is east of here. The sirens are running west. She’s safe. I’m
losing my fucking mind, but she’s safe.

I need to get off the street, and there’s only one way I can think to do that
without getting into the trouble.

“Memphis,” I bark into my phone, with no regard to what time it is or what
he might be doing right now. It’s too late in the day for him to still be sleeping,
but it’s entirely possible Juli and him are in the middle of something they’d pre-
fer I didn’t interrupt.

“Honeymoon ended already, huh?”
“I don’t have time for your bullshit. I’m stuck over on Elm and I need a

ride.”
“I’ll be there in ten.” He hangs up. I knew he’d come, no questions asked.

That’s the kind of person he is. Always has been. I think that’s why it killed him
so much when Riot disappeared. He couldn’t ever wrap his brain around not
being able to save her.

It’s a struggle I’m starting to understand on a whole new level. And I hate
it. I’m not losing Liv. I’m not going to stand by and let Marcus come in and de-
stroy her. Or worse.
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Chapter Nineteen

HEARTBREAKER
“Madi’s aunt. She’s loaded, right? She’s gotta give you the money,” Princess

reasons. It sounds logical, but it’s not. I’ve already been down this train of
thought. So has Sketch. We both wound up in the same place.

“She won’t. She hates Marcus because she thinks he’s the reason her sister
is dead, so there’s no way she’s doing anything to bail him out. Ever. Not even
to save Madi, because she’s all black and white. All right and wrong. No in-be-
tween. Marcus is a criminal. He belongs in jail. Period. This business with Redi-
ger will be no different. He threatens Madi, she calls the cops. That’s the only
way she knows to proceed. So, not only is asking her for the money not an op-
tion, but she can never, ever find out about any of this.”

Princess frowns. Even Mouth seems a little on edge. Cherry’s not here.
Sketch and I sent her home the second she walked in, just like we discussed. She
put up a hell of a fight, so much so, she damn near had me convinced she could
stay. I’m glad I didn’t give in. Seeing how rattled these two are, Cherry would
not have fared well when confronted with the whole ugly truth of things. It’s
better she’s not involved. It’d be better if no one else was, but the women sitting
around while we powwow over this mess I’m in would never leave my side even
if I told them to. They’re my warriors. My fierce goddesses. The women who
don’t just show up on good days. These women show up to fight. They stay until
death. They don’t know quit. They don’t do scared. They’re all in, all the time.

“I have some money saved,” Mouth offers. “It’s not much, but maybe if we
all start pooling together what we have, we’ll get closer to a number that doesn’t
seem so fucking impossible.”

“She’s right,” Sketch agrees. “I’ll put the Jeep up for sale. Thing should go
fast and it’ll bring in at least thirty grand, maybe more if I get enough people
interested fast enough.”

“No way!” I stand up so fast I accidentally kick over the box of disposable
razors next to my desk. “First of all, the only person here cleaning out their sav-
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ings is me. Second, no one is selling anything – least of all those things you love
and have spent the last five years dumping all your time and money into. That
Jeep is pretty much your favorite thing in the whole world. You’re not selling it,
and definitely not for thirty grand when it’s worth way more.”

“So, let me see if I can get more. Nine days isn’t a lot of time, but you never
know.” She acts like half of my argument never came out of my mouth.

“I just said no.”
“You said I couldn’t sell it for thirty grand. Everything else you said was

bullshit. It’s a car. I like it, and, yeah, doing all the custom work on it was a fun
hobby, but when it comes to my favorite things in life, Madi rates a hell of a lot
higher than a fucking pile of metal with wheels.”

She’s downplaying this whole thing. Of course Madi means more, but that
doesn’t make it okay for her to sell her most prized possessions.

“She’s right,” Princess chimes in. “I’ve got some old jewelry I can pawn.”
“And I’ve got some first editions on my bookshelf that are worth a pretty

penny,” Mouth adds, the excitement growing rapidly as they convince them-
selves there’s light at the end of this tunnel.

“Stop it! All of you!” I throw my hands up at all three of them. “This is
crazy. Sketch is not selling her Jeep. Princess is not pawning her old wedding
ring – that shit’s got so much bad karma attached to it, trying to get it out of
the case would be like opening Pandora’s box and we sure as hell don’t need that
– and you,” I point at Mouth, “are not selling the books your grandmother left
you.” Then I collapse back into my chair, completely in awe of my friends – my
family – and the lengths they will go to for me.

“You have thirty seconds to pitch us a better idea,” Mouth counters. “If you
don’t convince me that you have this shit under control, we’re going with our
own plan.”

“Madi has a trust.” She can’t access it until she turns twenty-five. But I can.
“Heartbreaker.” Sketch shakes her head slowly, conveying her thoughts in

their entirety through one simple motion.
“I can start a new one for her,” I reason. “Besides, a trust won’t mean much

if we don’t get Rediger out of here as fast as humanly possible.”
“What if...” Princess starts, but her question fizzles out before she can for-

mulate the rest of the words.
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“What if, what?” If we’re brainstorming here, I’m open to hearing every
thought, no matter how meaningless it may seem inside someone’s head. Some-
times the ideas that sound ridiculous wind up being brilliant.

“It’s just,” she twists her fingers uncomfortably, stalling, “is there any chance
at all that Marcus is scamming you? Using Madi as a way to con a hundred
grand out of you?”

Ordinarily, that’d be my first conclusion.
“No, this is legit. I know my brother. Professional liar or not, I know he was

for real.”
Sketch scrunches her nose and screws up her mouth as she shifts from one

foot to the other like the stench of this topic is getting to her. “She’s right. He’s
legit. Maybe for the first time in his life, but it’s real. He wants out, and not for
the money. He just wants out, period.”

Silence falls around us as we all take a moment to let it sink in.
We have options. They all suck, but at least they exist. Or, at least, they feel

like they do. That’s something I can work with. Something I can hold onto, at
least until the end of the day. Right now, we have a business to run.

Lucas
“You have absolutely no idea what’s going on?” Memphis asks for the one

hundredth time.
“No. No fucking idea,” I snap. Like this isn’t making me crazy enough as it

is! He’s supposed to be talking me down, not firing me up.
“Sorry.” I think he just noticed. “But you gotta understand, that’s my family,

too. I know you’re the boyfriend and all, but I’ve been through shit with them,
shit no one else can understand. It binds you together. It matters. They matter.”

Juli winces audibly. It’s the first sound she’s made since I got here an hour
ago.

Memphis pretends he doesn’t hear her. He probably didn’t mean to say all
of that in front of her.

“Look, as soon as I know, I will tell you. In the meantime, I need you to
channel the dude who climbs onto bulls like you’re five and about to go on a
pony ride at the fair, k? No more tripping out. Just, cool, calm and totally ratio-
nal behavior even in the face of an undeniably irrational situation. That’s your
specialty. That’s what I come here for.”
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“You’re saying riding bulls is undeniably irrational?”
“Everyone says that.”
He laughs. “This from the man who stopped a handful of shrapnel with his

backside.”
“Hey, we all have our things.” I shrug, doing my best to let him distract me.

Or, at the very least, act as if it’s possible.
“Come on,” he gestures for me to follow him and we leave the living room,

and Juli, behind.
“Where are we going?” The hallway leads straight to his bedroom, so the

better question might have been, why are we going there. Or what will be doing
once we arrive. But I’m not exactly thinking clearly here, so stupid questions are
permitted and should therefore slide without being pointed out.

“Gotta show you something.”
“Okay.” I follow along until we reach his closet. He disappears inside while

I wait next to the dresser. I’m not into small spaces.
He comes back out holding one set of boxing gloves in his hand and anoth-

er under his arm. “Here. Try these on.”
I take them, an idea of where this is headed forming rapidly at the forefront

of my mind. “Are we gonna fight?”
He grins. I’ve seen that grin. It’s not the kind that makes you want to laugh.

It’s the kind that makes you glad you’re not on his bad side.
“Why not?” He slides his hand into a glove, pulling it tight. “You said the

fights are fixed, right? Said these asshats are making money left and right let-
ting people place bets on all the wrong contenders. Well, what if we fucked with
their system a little?”

I stare down at my gloves then back up at him. “Could get us killed.”
He shrugs. “So could riding bulls and taking bullets.”
“As long as we’re clear on that.” I can feel my mouth twitch at its corners,

itching to pull up. Liv will hate it, but it’s the best fucking idea I’ve heard all
day.
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Chapter Twenty

HEARTBREAKER
“I know it’s short notice, Pru. I wouldn’t ask if I could help it.” I shake my

head at my own reflection in the hall mirror. I’ve been on the phone with her
for ten minutes, having a conversation that should have been over in three. It’s
not that fucking complicated. “Look, if it’s a problem, I’ll ask one of the girls
from dance if she can crash there tonight.”

Silence. And yet, I’m pretty sure I can hear her stewing. Then, she practical-
ly spits her words into the receiver and confirms it.

“You have a lot of nerve; you know that? Asking me to keep Madi here so
you can have a night to yourself with my son. Maybe I can’t stop you from see-
ing him, but I sure as hell don’t need to help you pursue this sordid affair.”

I close my eyes and count to ten. I didn’t know she knew. I can’t tell her
that. I also can’t have this conversation right now.

“I don’t blame you for feeling that way, Pru. For the record, I would never
ask you to babysit so I can have a date night with your son. A, I’m not an
asshole and B, Madi’s well informed when it comes to the birds and the bees,
so I have no reason to hide my relationships from her. I actually did have some-
thing come up at the shop that’s got me completely swamped, and I’d feel better
knowing she wasn’t sitting here alone. But you don’t need to believe me, or help
me. It’s fine. I’ll figure it out.”

“Wait.”
I do, thinking she’ll say something else. When she doesn’t, I prod her, “For

what?”
“Something is going on. Something you’re not telling me.” I can hear the

clicking of her heels over the tile. She’s on the move. Judging by the lowered
tone of her voice, she’s headed somewhere more private.

“I think that part has already been established, Pru.”
“No. I don’t mean you and Lucas, although I would have expected better

from you.” She scoffs. “Oh, who the hell am I kidding, this is exactly the sort
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of thing I would have expected! I should have known. My son’s been infatuat-
ed with you since before he hit puberty, and what boy wouldn’t have been. The
way you walk around...” Her voice trails off. For a brief moment I think maybe
she’s distracted herself from her original mission to press the issue of my sup-
posed secret. It’s not all that supposed. I have one, but I’m not telling it. “You’re
right. That’s not it.”

“Why the sudden change of heart?” Ideally I’d get off the phone right now,
but I can’t afford to have Pru’s mind wander off unsupervised. If she’s really set
on finding out what’s going on, she’ll figure it out. That’s just how she is.

“Because, distasteful as I may find the idea, you’re clearly not hiding your
relationship with Lucas. If you were just fooling around with him, there’s no
way in hell you’d let anyone hear about it, ever. You’d keep that private, behind
closed doors, but you’re not. You’re talking about it. So it’s real, and I’ll have to
deal with that at some point down the road. For now, I have more important
things to worry about, like Marcus, and how long he’s been in town for.”

Damn it. “How did you know?”
“You underestimate me, as usual. We may not see eye to eye on most every-

thing, but you can’t possibly believe that I still don’t know you after all this
time. You don’t lie, Olivia. You don’t keep secrets, unless it’s about your broth-
er.” She practically whispers the last part. At least we’re both on the same page
where he’s concerned. The less people who know, the better.

“I’m dealing with it, Pru.”
“You always say that, Liv. I know he’s your brother, but you can’t keep pro-

tecting him. He’s dangerous.”
“I know that. I’m not protecting him, I swear. I’m trying to protect myself

and Madi. He’s here for his share of my father’s estate. There was nothing I
could do to him without hurting myself in the process until now. He’s leaving.
Just a few more days and he’ll be gone again, for good this time.”

She’s quiet for a long while, but I don’t dare say anything to interrupt her
thoughts. It’s a lot to digest. We’ll all be better off if she takes the time to sort
through it now.

“Make sure Madi packs a big bag,” she says quietly, emotions running high
in her voice, “I want her here until he’s gone.”

“Thank you.” My heart swells. After all the crap my family has put her
through, she still never fails to put Madi above it all.
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“We need to work on our trust issues, Liv. We’re never gonna make it for
the long haul if we don’t start having a little more faith in each other.”

“Madi’s seventeen. You’re nearly rid of me.”
She sighs. “I’ve seen the look on my son’s face when he talks about you. I’ll

never be rid of you, Liv.”
Speechless, I hold the phone to my ear long after she’s hung up again. It’s

not until after I hear the front door and Madi’s voice, that I snap out of it and
remember what needs to be done and how I’m the one who needs to do it.

“Why do you look like that?” she asks, her brow arched, an expression of
mingled curiosity and pity dancing in her face. She’s perfected that expression
over the last three years. I’m hoping she grows out of it soon.

“You’re one to talk. You’re soaked in sweat and your hair is matted to half
of your face,” I point out.

She drops her bag onto the nearest chair. “I just spent three hours dancing
my ass off. I look appropriate for my circumstances. Plus, I wasn’t attacking your
general appearance. You look fine. I was talking about your pale splotchy com-
plexion and the overall ‘I’ve seen a ghost’ demeanor you’re rocking over there.”

“Oh.” My skin’s been doing that off and on all day. I’ve got a rash over my
ribcage too, but she can’t see that, thank God. “I think I’m coming down with
something. You should probably pack up some things and stay at the McNealys’
until I’m over it. No need for you to get sick too.”

“Bullshit.”
“Look at you, swearing like a big girl now.”
“Don’t screw with me, Aunt Liv. What’s really going on? Is it Marcus?”
I need to lie more often. I suck at it, and apparently my motivations are be-

yond transparent.
“I’m not telling you. Just pack a bag and be ready in twenty. I’m taking you

to Pru’s tonight and you’re going to stay there for a while.”
Her hands land up on her hips stubbornly. “No.”
“Um, yeah.”
If we’re going to have ourselves a pissing match over this, I’m intent on win-

ning.
“If it’s not safe for me to stay here, you shouldn’t be here either. Definitely

not alone.”
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“She won’t be.” Lucas walks in out of nowhere, as usual. I really need to put
a bell on him or something. “I’ll be here too. But your aunt is right. You need
to get out of the house for a while.”

Annoyingly, this does seem to appease her. “Fine. I’ll go pack.”
“Are you serious? Because Lucas said so, you’ll go? What kind of sexist crap

is that?”
She turns back halfway down the hall. “It’s not a sexist thing. It’s the ‘he’s

been trained to kill’ thing. If you’ve got a chick on standby with the same skill
set, I’m cool with that too.”

I shrug. “I have Sketch.”
“Close, but no.” She grins and starts back toward her room. “The girl can

throw a punch though; I’ll give you that. And I’ve seen her play softball, she’s
pretty damn handy with a bat as well.”

“Now you’re just being patronizing.”
She responds by closing her door on me. Teenagers.

Lucas

I WAIT LESS THAN TWO seconds after Madi and my sisters take off in Hai-
ley’s car to head back to my parents’ place before I round on Liv, demanding
answers.

“Start talking and don’t leave anything out. I mean it, Liv. You try any of
that shielding me bullshit and I’ll know.”

She does her best to appear affronted by the accusation, but succumbs to
smirking sheepishly far too easily. One good thing at least: she’s finding her
grounding slowly but surely again. Whatever Marcus dropped on her today is
no longer too much for her to carry. I’d like to think I have something to do
with that, but I’m not presumptuous enough to assume she’s let down her guard
so far as to actually depend on me for something yet.

“Marcus wants me to buy him out. Said Rediger is making it impossible
for him to pay back his debt, and none of us can afford to keep that asshole
around here any longer, so he wants out. He doesn’t care about getting half of
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what everything is worth. All he needs is what he owes Rediger. We give him
the money, they both disappear and life goes back to normal.”

Sounds too simple. There’s gotta be a catch.
“Why? Why now? Why so easy.”
She leans back against the kitchen counter, stretching her torso and lifting

the hem of her shirt in the process. God, I’m ready for this shit to be over so I
can take the time to fully appreciate how amazing she looks, just standing there
and flashing me an inch of her perfect, painted skin. There are a million differ-
ent thoughts I should be having right now, and none of them involves Marcus,
but I can’t have any of them. Not yet. Not until this is settled.

“Before I tell you, maybe you would like to have a seat? Take a deep breath?
Have a cookie? Count to ten or something?”

“Really? You think a light delivery will lessen the blow somehow?”
“I have tequila if the cookie doesn’t do it for you.”
“Liv.”
“Rediger wants Madi. If he doesn’t get his cash, he plans on snatching her.

Oh, and of course, he hates me and wants me dead.”
She’s so flippant about the whole damn thing I don’t know whether to

shake her or hold her tight. The tough girl routine is so fucking believable,
sometimes I fall for it myself.

“Well, if that’s all.” I rake my hands over my face and up through my hair,
then I bring them back down the same way, as if it will help clear my thoughts
somehow. It doesn’t. “How much?”

“How much?”
“How much money? How much time?” How much do I want to beat his

fucking face in? How much do I wish I had orders to shoot to kill right now?
The list goes on.

“Hundred grand. Nine days.”
Finally, something I can do. “Call your lawyer in the morning. Have him

draw up the papers so Marcus can sign whatever he needs to and then he can
get the hell out.”

She scowls, and it’s the first serious expression I’ve seen from her since this
conversation started. “It’s not that easy.”

“Yes, it is.” I reach into my pocket and retrieve my phone.
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“No, it’s not. I don’t have that kind of money, Lucas. I have ideas on how to
get it, but it’s going to take me a few days to sort it out.”

I tap the screen and bring up my bank app. “It’s not going to take a few days.
It’s going to take me walking into my bank and drawing out the cash to give to
you. That’s it.”

“What?”
I turn the screen so she can see it. My savings. It’ll damn near clean me out,

but it’ll cover what Marcus owes and that’s all that matters. “I’ve got the money,
Liv. Make the arrangements.”

Her eyes wide and her mouth open, she shakes her head. “No. I’m not tak-
ing your money.”

“Yeah, you are.”
“Lucas -” Her hand comes up to dismiss me, but she stops halfway and ap-

parently decides it’s best to end the conversation altogether, because she aban-
dons her post at the counter and starts to leave.

I snag her wrist just in time and stop her, bringing her back around to face
me.

“How do I feel about you?”
She scrunches her nose, confused by the change in topic. “I don’t know.

What difference does it make? We’re not talking about us right now, we’re talk-
ing about Marcus.”

“This is about us. It makes a big difference. And you do know.”
Her gaze drops. Amazing. She finds me more terrifying than that guy who

came at her last night trying to kill the kid at her feet.
“I know you care about me, Lucas, and I think you know that I care about

you as well, but that doesn’t make it okay for me to clean out your savings ac-
count. Especially not given what you did to earn that money. I don’t deserve it.
Marcus and Rediger definitely don’t deserve it.”

“Don’t do that. Don’t diminish my fucking feelings like that. I don’t care
about you. I love you. I’ve told you this. A lot. I’ve said it over and over again,
and frankly, I think I’ve proved it by now. Whether you’re ready to say those
words to me or not means nothing to me. I’m not sitting here like some inse-
cure jackass waiting to hear confirmation that I’m not in this alone. I’m not. I
know I’m not. You don’t need to say it for me to feel it. You love me. You love
me so much you don’t even know what to do with it. So I’m going to tell you.
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You’re going to take my money, you’re going to give it to your brother, and he’s
going to give it to his boss. They will both be good little criminals and go back
to the seedy shitholes they crawled out from. And then, you and I? We’re going
to be together. We’re going to be happy, and someday, when you’re all grown
up and can handle it, we’re going to get married. And then, Liv, none of this
will matter. There will be no question of what’s yours or what’s mine, because it
will all be ours. So, if you could just look at the big picture for like two seconds,
and see that what I’m saying is true, we could get on with getting to that happi-
ly ever after part of the story I know your sappy romantic insides secretly yearn
for.”

“Damn it,” she whispers, tears surfacing at the corners of her eyes. “That was
good.”

“You’ll call your lawyer?”
She nods slowly. “I’ll call my lawyer.”
Then I kiss her. Hard and long, until she forgets about her brother and the

mess we’re in. Until she’s no longer scared. Until it’s just us and all the feelings
she keeps unspoken are ringing through me loud and clear.
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Chapter Twenty-One

HEARTBREAKER
“Why are we meeting here?” I haven’t been to the Eastside Bar in ages. Nev-

er have any need to haul my ass all the way out to Stanley. Half their staff comes
to me and I’ve never had much use for going out and getting hammered.

“Because we won’t look shady doing our shady business here, that’s why.”
Marcus slides into the booth across from me. Lucas is still standing. Sketch
hasn’t even made it in the door. My eyes move from her on the sidewalk to Ali
behind the bar.

“You the only one here today?” I call out to her.
She dumps a bucket of ice into her well. They’ve only been open a couple of

minutes and probably weren’t expecting customers to be here so early. “Jimmy
Sparkles is in the back changing out a keg. Why, you got a big party bus rolling
up here I should know about?”

“Not exactly.” I nod toward the door and she follows the gesture with her
gaze, then grins.

“Got it.” She laughs and drops the empty bucket on the floor along the wall
as she makes her way to the door and swings it open. “You can come in, Sketch.
She’s not here.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she grumbles, slinking in past Ali
and hurrying over to our table. When she realizes the only open seat is next to
my brother, she snorts in disgust and pulls up a chair instead.

“I’m not even gonna ask,” Lucas mutters, stretching his arm out behind me
and resting it on the back of the booth like he’s thirteen and making a lame at-
tempt to put his arm around me. The reality isn’t that far off. He’s not a nervous
teenager with hormones running amok, but a grown ass man with testosterone
pumping through him on overload, increasing his desire to shield and protect
me. And like that clumsy teenager, he has to be very careful not to get caught.
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“I brought papers and a cashier’s check,” I say, laying both out on the table
for Marcus to see. “All you gotta do is sign the building back over to me and
take the money.”

“And then get the fuck up out of here,” Lucas adds, just in case that part
wasn’t clear.

Marcus smirks. “Relax, killer. We worked this out before you were even a
part of the conversation. I know what role I have to play in this.” He scans the
agreement my lawyer drew up. It’s not being documented as a sale. He’s mere-
ly relinquishing his rights to his portion of the inheritance. The payoff is com-
pletely under the table. It was the fastest, simplest way to handle the matter
with the least amount of involvement from anyone else. No point in trying to
do any of this by the book at this point anyway.

“Do you need a pen?”
My brother stops reading to lift his head in my direction. “No.”
“Then what are you waiting for?”
“Sunday, actually.”
Sketch stands from her chair so fast she nearly knocks it over. “I’m not sit-

ting here until Sunday.”
“Sit your ass back down,” I hiss at her. “And you,” I point at my brother, “try

that again.”
“I’ll take the papers, you hold onto the check until Sunday. We’ll exchange

money at the warehouse, right where Rediger can see.”
Lucas shifts himself into an upright position. I can feel his entire body tense

up beside me.
“There are so many fucking things wrong with that, I don’t even know

where to start. I guess it doesn’t matter. I’ll just throw one out there, why Sun-
day?”

Marcus glares at him. I know it’s driving him nuts that I insisted on bring-
ing Lucas along.

“Because there’s a fight on Saturday. I only just found out about it. It’s a big
deal. Rediger invited some major people. Higher ups found out how success-
ful our little operation’s been, so he thought he’d invite them down to impress
them. Show ‘em a good time. Maybe land himself a promotion, so to speak.
There’s going to be so much fucking money walking in the doors, he’s not go-
ing to give two shits about the hundred grand I hand him. Even after his boss
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walks out with the big pot, Rediger’s share will be plenty big enough to keep
him smiling. We gotta give him the fight. He gets his last big win. His bosses
make bank, all the other players go home with lighter wallets, but happy to have
spent the money on a quality weekend of booze, boobs and bloody fists. Then
we shut it down. Everybody wins, including you.”

I don’t feel good about this. It’s getting too big. Dealing with Marcus was
stressful, but I could manage. Rediger made things scary in a way I could bare-
ly bring myself to think about, but again, I could still deal, could still wrap my
mind around what needed to be done, could still see a way out. Now? I don’t
know. Marcus’s world stands in its own realm. It exists independently from
ours. Laws and rules never seem to apply to the people he’s talking about. They
have enough money and power to create any outcome they desire, and none of
them are looking to land in prison or wind up dead. If it turns into us against
them, we’re not coming out on top.

“Swear, Marcus. Swear to me that you still have control over this. That you
can end it after the weekend.” This time I don’t let him turn away. I force him to
hold eye contact until he says the words out loud.

“It’s Madi, Liv,” he says in a hushed voice so low I wonder if anyone else at
the table can even hear. “I know I’m never going to be more than the asshole
sperm donor to her, and I don’t deserve to be, but she’s still my daughter. I
would die before I let him touch even a hair on her head. I’ll end it. I swear.”

I nod and tap Lucas on the side. I’m ready to get out of here. Seeing Marcus
shred enough of his cold, black armor to actually reveal shards of his shattered
soul is more than I can bear. Accepting him as the hard, heartless piece of shit
he’s become is so much easier than remembering he’s really just broken beyond
recognition.

“Finally,” Sketch grumbles, getting to her feet as well. She’s the first one to
the door, running out of the bar almost as fast as she used to run in. Funny how
our stories change even when they continue to repeat themselves.

“Now what?” Lucas asks, holding the door for me.
“Now we wait until Sunday.” It’s only four more days. I can make it four

more days.
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I WAS WRONG. I BARELY made it one. One day since our sit down with
Marcus and I’m climbing the walls. I can’t stand how this feels, can’t take wait-
ing, the being in limbo. It’s worse than anything up until this point has felt. At
least before I felt like things were moving. Maybe not with a clear destination
in front of us, but moving nonetheless. Motion, action, always feels better.

“That’s the last of the seven black cars to leave the parking lot,” Mouth ob-
serves. “What’s the deal with mobsters and their car buying preferences? They
all color blind or something? I know black is all gangsta looking, sleek, dark
and mysterious. But there’s gotta be perks to going with a nice blood red in their
line of work.”

“You’re gross,” Princess remarks quietly, never taking her eyes from the
sketch pad in her lap. We haven’t had another human being in here in over
three hours. Had to cancel our appointments for the evening when the parade
of sedans started moving in. We should have just gone home, but none of us
could seem to make it to the door. This is our place. Our home. Our sanctuary.
And no matter what happens, we all have an innate need to protect it.

“Meanwhile, Lucas may want to look into buying something a little more
inconspicuous than his bright and shiny white truck, at least while he’s trying
to blend in around here.” Sketch turns away from the window. “Did you know
he was camped out across the street at the bakery with the shit coffee?”

I drop the collection of dead pens and dried out markers I’ve been sorting
out from my desk into the trash. If the criminals are calling it a night, I suppose
we can too. “Yep. Been there all day. Memphis is with him too.”

“I don’t know. Shiny white truck seems appropriate.” Mouth smirks. “You
know, for a knight and all.”

“If the next words to roll off of your unruly tongue depict me as some sort
of weakened damsel in distress, I’m going to punch you.” Lucas makes a great
hero, I’m just not generally in the business of needing one and I’m eager for this
phase of our story to be over with.

Mouth is about to entertain herself further by continuing this unpleasant
harassment she’s settled into when a loud bang explodes in the silence.

“What was that?” Princess’s eyes are wide and nowhere near the drawing
she’s had her eyes glued to for the last thirty minutes.

“A gunshot.” I don’t know how I know this. I’ve never heard a gun fired be-
fore, not in real life anyway. Or maybe I have and I blamed the noise on some-
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thing else, something less frightening. So, who am I to say what it was or wasn’t,
except the cold sweat running down my spine is telling me with an undeniable
certainty there was a gun being fired in the building behind us. The building my
brother is in.

“Lucas and Memphis are still in the truck,” Sketch reports, still standing
near the window. “They’re not running over here to save the day, Heartbreaker.
Maybe you’re wrong.”

Mouth is silent. For once.
“I don’t suppose anyone is going to go and check to see what the sound

was?” Princess squeaks from her chair, her knees pulled up to her chest.
“I’ll go.” I’ll feel better once I know.
“Are you insane? You can’t go out there.” Sketch abandons her post to cut

me off on my way to the back door.
“I thought you just decided no one was firing any weapons.”
“Yeah, for the moment. There’s still the issue of drug lords and arms dealers

now making a habit of coming and going outside that door. I’d just as soon you
stay inside and we all remain in the unknown regarding the mysterious bang.”

I move the arm she has spread out to block my way and keep walking.
“I’m going to look. You really think they’re going to shoot me, out in the

open, with x amount of witnesses, just because I stepped outside?”
She nods, dead serious. “Yeah. Yeah, I really do. It’s pitch black out there

now. Witnesses or not, they wouldn’t think twice about pulling the trigger.”
She’s probably right, but I can’t add hiding to the endless waiting I’m al-

ready doing.
“Then do me a solid and take care of Madi.”
I push down on the handle and step out into the open before she can stop

me.
There’s no one out here. Not a soul in sight. Although, I suppose given the

people I’m dealing with, soul may not be as clear a term as it ought to be. Not a
person in sight is probably more accurate.

More interesting than that is the complete silence coming from the ware-
house. The only time it’s been this quiet out here since Marcus moved in is dur-
ing their sleeping hours when no one’s around. And he’s still here. His car is
parked exactly where it was earlier, before his company showed up. Rediger’s is
here too.
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Still hidden in the shadows of the awning, I take a moment to collect my
thoughts. Then the door to the warehouse swings open, and the man I current-
ly hate most in world walks out in a hurry, straight for his car. He doesn’t even
bother with his headlights until he’s nearly out of sight, heading down the main
road into town.

I wait. My brother should be out any second now. He’s the last one left. Last
one in that building. Unless it really was a gunshot, and he’s dead.

Lucas
“Heartbreaker went to check out the noise,” Sketch yells into my ear as soon

as I answer.
“Fuck!” I swing the door open and start running as soon as my feet hit the

pavement. I don’t even wait to explain to Memphis, I just go. “That was a fuck-
ing gunshot. Why the hell did you let her leave the building?! I thought the deal
was nobody leaves until after everyone is out of there.” That’s what we agreed to,
the compromise she insisted on when I tried to get them all to clear out earlier.

“You’re the genius sleeping with her. If you don’t know by now that she’ll
stroll into the lion’s den without blinking to save someone she loves, then I
don’t fucking know what to tell you.”

“I’m almost there. Nobody else goes outside, you hear me?!” Sketch isn’t
that different from Liv. She’ll go in the lion’s den too, she just won’t be as quiet
about it.

Heavy footsteps behind me remind me I have a friend just like Liv’s. He
catches up and gestures for us to cut around the left to get to the warehouse. It
seems like the longer way from here, but it’ll give us a better vantage point when
we round the corner.

I catch a brief glimpse of her wild hair as it flies inside the doorway to
the warehouse. I curse under my breath and speed up even more. My heart is
pounding out of my chest. Why couldn’t I have fallen for a sweet girl, who likes
walks on the beach and going to the movies? Safe shit like that.

I count the seconds before I’m inside as well, Memphis right behind me. It’s
dark inside. Darker even than it was a moment ago. Not a single light is lit and
there are no windows in this part of the building. Then I see her bright pink
shirt glowing in the open room ahead of me.

She’s hunched over on the ground, mumbling frantically to herself.
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“Who is that? Is it Marcus?” Memphis slows down beside. That’s when I
notice she’s not talking to herself. There’s someone lying on the ground at her
feet. Her hands are pressed to his chest and her body rises and falls with each
silent sob. My mind is still taking everything in when Memphis lights up the
screen of his phone, and there are no more questions left for either of us to ask.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

HEARTBREAKER
“I don’t know what to do,” I whisper. “Tell me what to do.” He told me he’d

die for her. He said it, and now I can’t help but wonder if he knew all along it
would come to that.

“Get out of here.” His voice is wheezy and laced with pain. Blood is drench-
ing his shirt and no matter how hard I lean into the pool of red flowing out of
him, no amount of pressure will make it stop.

“Move.” Lucas orders and I do. I don’t even question where he came from.
I already knew he would show, was counting on it, if I’m honest.

I watch as he strips out of his own shirt, bundles it up and presses it down
against my brother’s chest. Memphis is kneeling on the ground across from
him, holding the light so Lucas can see what he’s doing. My brother’s lids con-
tinue to flutter, his irises making brief appearances every now and again, assur-
ing me he’s still alive. Still conscious. But for how long?

I hear footsteps. Lots of them. Fast ones. Light ones. Like high heels. Next,
I’m surrounded. “Oh my God,” Princess gasps, dropping down to her knees be-
side me.

A hand lands on my shoulder, squeezing it tight. Sketch.
Mouth doesn’t stop. Not until she reaches Marcus. “Is he conscious?”
“Yeah. Looks like the bullet went straight through,” Lucas explains, lifting

his shoulder to show her the wound.
“We need to get him out of here.” She gestures for Memphis and Lucas to

pick him up. “We can go to my place. It’s close and no one will look for him
there.”

“He needs a hospital,” I force out through clenched teeth. I hate this. All of
this. If we’re all going down in flames, he at least has to survive this, if for no
other reason but to have to live with the guilt for as long as humanly possible.

“No,” my brother grunts in pain. “No, hospital. Just leave me.”
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“Get his feet,” Lucas says, completely ignoring my brother’s request and
mine.

Memphis complies and Mouth walks along beside them, holding the
soaked t-shirt in place. She looks straight at me, “I’ll call my grandpa. He’ll
meet me at my place, no questions asked. He’ll fix him, you’ll see.” The self-
taught jungle doc from Guatemala. God, who knew that connection would
come in handy someday?!

Princess and I huddle together, using each other to help get us back to our
feet. “I’m going with you.”

“I’ll take you,” Sketch promises, “but first we need to clean this up.” She
points at the mess of blood on the floor. “Before Rediger’s clean-up crew show’s
up.”

“What?”
“She’s right,” Princess agrees, moving like she’s suddenly on a mission. “If

they’re gonna be short a body, least we can do is confuse them a bit. We get
lucky enough, maybe they’ll just assume someone else got there first. Either way,
I doubt people in the business of cleaning up after cold-blooded murders are big
on drawing attention to themselves when they fuck up. Marcus lays low long
enough, maybe they’ll just figure he’s dead and floating in the ocean, you know,
sleeping with the fishes, so to speak.”

“I can’t believe you gave me shit about blood colored mob cars earlier,”
Mouth calls back just as they’re leaving the building.

Princess just shrugs and turns her attention back to Sketch. “Mop, wipes
and trash bags. Anything else?”

“That ought to do it.” They both start walking, dragging me along.
“Covering up an attempted murder. That’s like, a crime, right?” I clarify, just

in case no one else is aware.
“Yeah. Tampering with evidence, hindering an investigation, obstruction of

justice, take your pick. I’m pretty sure they all apply.” Sketch holds the door for
us. “Of course, the few years in jail we could wind up with if we get caught will
still be nothing compared to what Rediger and his dudes will do to us if they
find out.”

“Oh, goody.” We’re on a roll here.
Clean up after a crime scene, shockingly, turns out not to be all that dif-

ferent than clean up after a session. Sure, there is considerably more blood in-
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volved, but all in all, the process is pretty much the same. By the time we’re
done, the place is cleaned to hospital standards and I can’t help but wonder if
the jungle doc has access to the same cleaning supplies, or even feels the need
for them.

When Sketch winds up stepping on the bullet casing, I almost feel like our
luck is changing. If we get out of here without leaving any evidence behind, we
just might make it out this whole thing alive after all.

We’re just locking up the shop out front when we see a gray van with its
headlights out coming up the back road and turning into the complex.

“Go, go, go,” I urge both girls under my breath. No one says anything else.
We all know where we’re going.

We meet back up at Mouth’s apartment fifteen minutes later. We all took
alternate routes. We didn’t even discuss that ahead of time, that’s how in sync
we are with our life of crime now. It just came naturally. I scoff at the thought
and lift my hand to knock.

The door swings open before my knuckles even make contact with the
wood.

“Thank God,” Lucas sighs, wrapping me in his arms the second he sets his
eyes on me.

As soon as I’m folded into his chest, I decide I never want to leave. This
place, this safe little cocoon, will do me just fine for the rest of my life. Then I
remember what’s left on the outside.

“How’s my brother?”
“Better.” Mouth shows up in the hall behind us. “Now get inside and close

the door. You’re letting all the bugs in.”
“Doc says the bullet didn’t damage anything major. He lost a lot of blood

though, and without a transfusion, he’s gonna be out of it for a long while, re-
couping. He’s passed out right now. Probably sleep through the night,” Lucas
fills me as we walk through the apartment to Mouth’s bedroom.

My brother looks dead, lying there, barely breathing and white as a fucking
skeleton. I’ve imagined this moment. Had nightmares like it. He’s given me
plenty of reasons to over the years, but still, some part of me always convinced
the rest that it would never really happen. That this was just part of his path,
winding and narrow as it might be at times. It always kept going. I’m undecided
tonight whether I was right or not. He’s still here, but how far beyond this night
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does the path he’s on really stretch anymore? And how many of us are on it with
him after this?

“Here.” Mouth hands me a throw pillow from the couch and an old quilt.
“I don’t have much in the way of extra beds, but there’s plenty of floor space to
go around.”

“Thank you.” And I don’t just mean for the pillow, but I don’t have the
strength left to verbalize any of it. I don’t have to. It’s Mouth. She knows.

Holding onto Lucas’s arm, I slide down to the floor taking him with me.
Together we sit, him leaning against the dresser, me cradled into his chest, both
of us facing the bed and my brother in it.

The small room seems crowded now that I’m looking around. Everyone’s in
here, curled up on the ground, resting against walls and furniture. They’re all
staying. For Marcus. For me.

Memphis clears his throat, breaking the sullen silence sinking in around us
all. “Who’s going to tell her?”

“Tell who what?” It’s me. I’m her. I know that. I just really, really don’t want
to be anymore.

“We know why Marcus was shot,” Mouth explains as Lucas holds me
tighter. “That Rediger dude found out he was selling his half of the place back
to you and he didn’t like it. Said he didn’t give two shits about the money Mar-
cus owed, there was no way he was giving up the goldmine Marcus handed him
with the club. Marcus argued, said there was nothing he could do, a deal was
a deal. Rediger would get his money and then the club would be done. Then
Rediger pulled the gun...”

“Oh.” It’s over. Everything is over. We’ve lost.
“It’s not the end yet.” Lucas’s calm voice warms my ear and soothes my soul,

even if I don’t believe the words he’s saying.
“It is. This was our shot, this was the way to get him out and it didn’t work.

We don’t have a backup plan...and now, now that we’ve gotten ourselves so
thoroughly involved, we can’t even go to the cops.”

Sketch shakes her head at me from across the room. “That was never an op-
tion anyway. Face it. Rediger was always going to win.”

“What if he loses?” Lucas asks like it’s an actual possibility.
“What are you talking about? There’s nothing left for him to lose. It’s over.

As far as he’s concerned, Marcus is dead.”
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“But then wouldn’t you inherit everything back anyway?” Princess inter-
jects.

“No. Not if Rediger has it in writing that they’re business partners. Even if
Marcus never signed anything like that, I don’t imagine it’ll take this guy long
to forge what he needs to keep business going.” Memphis is talking to the room,
but his stare is set right above my left shoulder. Whatever he just told us, he was
saying something completely different to Lucas.

“I’m talking about the fights. That’s where he’s making all his money, right?
What if he stops winning?”

“He won’t. Fights are fixed. I’d think you’d remember that. You seemed so
impressed with that fact last time we spoke,” Marcus mumbles, his eyes still
closed and I almost have to appreciate that he can insert sarcasm, even in the
most inappropriate of times, even while barely conscious.

“Fights are fixed. Fighters aren’t.”
I turn back to face Lucas, my eyes narrow. “What are you talking about?”
He leans back, clearly dreading this next part of our conversation. “The

fights are fixed because they market this shit to kids with no experience. No one
can take down the steroid injected beast they set them up against. At least, no
one until now.”

It takes exactly one heartbeat before it all becomes crystal clear to me.
“Don’t even think about it.”

“Too late. I already thought about it. That was my plan A. Then I found out
I could pay him off and get rid of him that way,” he gestures at my brother, “but
now I’ve got Rediger to deal with and my money isn’t enough to entice him.
But I don’t have to buy him off. I can bury him instead. With Memphis.”

“Memphis?” Sketch is back in the conversation.
“Don’t even look at me like that. I’m in this. I’m doing what needs to be

done.” He glares at Sketch and she turns her lips inward until her mouth is
nothing but a straight white line across her face.

“What happens to Rediger if his guy loses?” I ask the obvious question.
The room is silent for a long minute. No one says a word. Finally, my broth-

er’s mouth begins to move even if his eyes still never even open. “He disappears.
One way or another.”

There’s no mistaking what he’s implying.
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Lucas
WE’VE BARELY SPOKEN in two days. There’s been plenty of ranting,
yelling and silent treatment, but no talking. Not between us. Not as long as we
disagree on this. I don’t try to argue my side. She’ll never admit it, but I know
that she understands why I’m doing this. Why Memphis is doing this. It doesn’t
make her like it any more. So, letting her go through every level of battle with
me to try and stop me is the only thing I have to offer in comfort until this is all
over.

“You’re seriously starting to scare me, Lucas.” I know by her heightened
pitch, it’s true. I wish like hell it wasn’t, but there’s nothing I can do about it.
Not now. This thing, this scary thing, has to be done. It’s the only way I can
guarantee she’s safe. And not just for now.

“Listen to me.” I cup her face carefully between my palms and direct her
eyes to meet mine. “I know what I’m doing. Memphis knows what he’s doing.
Nothing is going to happen to either one of us. We’re going go in, sign up to
fight, and then we’re going to put a stop to all of this once and for all.”

“But what if you’re wrong? What if you lose? Or worse, what if you have to
fight each other?! Or some innocent kid who doesn’t know his head from his
ass?” The agitation in her voice is growing with each question she pelts at me.

“I’m not wrong. I won’t lose. If Memphis and I have to fight each other,
we’ll put on a good show until one of us bows out. If we have to fight the idiot
kids before we get to the beast, all the better. We know how to take ‘em out and
not kill ‘em. I’d think you’d be in favor of that.”

Her hands fly up to my chest, pushing away from me hard. “I’d be in favor
of you not getting killed. That’s what I’d be in favor of.”

“Liv –“
“No! Don’t you Liv me, you ass. Who the hell told you this was okay? Huh?

Showing up here after all these years? Insisting I fall for your idiot immature ass
in spite of my better judgement? Swooping in to save me every fucking time I
fall? No one! No one told you to do that. No one wanted you to. You did it
anyway. Well congratu-fucking-lations. I’m in love with you now. Why put me
through all of that torture just to up and get yourself killed?”
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“You just said you love me.” If she were anyone else, that would be the worst
thing in the world to point out right now, but it’s not anyone else. It’s Liv. I
know how to push her buttons. All of them. Including those that help diffuse
her.

“That wasn’t meant to be romantic, Lucas. This is not a romantic moment.
This is a fight. A big, nasty fight. Get with the program. I could be on the verge
of dumping your ass.” But she’s already losing some of the fear that previous-
ly oozed out of every part of her. Her strength is coming back. It always does
when she starts feeling snappy with me. We may need couple’s therapy down
the road.

“Really? You’re going to tell me you love me and break up with me all in the
same conversation?” I laugh because it’ll piss her off even more, and pissed is so
much better than petrified.

“Not a conversation, an argument. A verbal battle. A screaming match
even, if you continue to be a jackass.” She turns her back on me and starts for
the door. Maybe I should let her walk out. Maybe it’s better she doesn’t watch
me leave.

“Who’s arguing? You said you love me. I thought we both agreed on that.
If it helps, I totally love you too.”

“Yeah, well, stop it,” she shouts, disappearing around the corner.
I watch the empty doorway for the time it takes to take two long breaths

and clear my head, then I reach for my bag and double check the contents. Just
a few more hours and this will all be over.

Positive that I’ve got everything I’ll need, I pull the zipper just as two arms
come flailing at me, wrapping themselves around my neck. Her body follows,
pressing itself to mine as if she’s hoping to glue herself to me, because she knows
it’s the one thing that would keep me from going.

“Please don’t die,” she whispers against my mouth right before her lips
crush mine, kissing me with such fervor I almost forget where I am and what I
have left to do. “I do love you,” she promises, kissing me again. This time longer,
harder than before.

“I love you too, Liv,” I breathe into her, “and I’m not leaving you. Not today.
Not ever. I survived bombs and bullets to come back here and be with you. Your
brother isn’t going to be the thing that stops me now.” I’m going to be the one
who stops him, and if that Rediger gets buried in the process, all the better.
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“I want to go with you,” she says for the millionth time. Only this once, she’s
not demanding, or announcing, or threatening, she’s begging. Pleading. It still
doesn’t change my answer.

“No. You’re going to hang with Sketch, just like we talked about.” I rest my
forehead against hers, closing my eyes and trying to focus on every last detail
between us. The way she feels to my touch, how she leans into it, gives back to
it. Her scent. Her sweet, delicious scent. The same candied mix of violet and
pomegranate I’ve been getting high off since middle school. Only now, I’m al-
lowed. Allowed to inhale her. Devour her. Keep her.

“I hate how you think you can boss me around like that,” she whispers.
“Kind of blows me away that you let me.” I can’t help it. My mouth twitches

at the corners in amusement.
She shrugs gently. “Guess I must trust you an awful lot.”
And as soft as the delivery comes, the words hit harder than anything. The

only person Liv has ever had faith in to do right by her under any and all cir-
cumstances, was her father. Maybe Sketch. All because her mother taught her
that no one, no matter how much they’re meant to love you, can be counted on.
But she’s counting on me. She has faith in me. I’m not going to let her down.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

HEARTBREAKER
“Stop pacing, you’re making me crazy just watching you,” Sketch snaps at

me.
“Excuse me for freaking out!” I don’t remember the last time we lashed out

at one another like this. I can’t stand the way it feels.
“No!” She gets in my face, physically stopping me from putting one foot in

front of the other. “I get it. You love Lucas. And you’re scared. But you’re not
the only one with someone to lose. Memphis is important to me too.”

“It’s not the same.”
“No, it’s not. You have one person in the game. I have two. I lose Memphis

and I don’t just wind up short another piece of my heart, I lose the last thing I
have connecting me to my sister. The last person on earth who knew her like I
knew her, who keeps her in my world by being in it himself.”

I slump down into the sofa behind me, defeated and feeling like shit. “I
suck. I’m sorry.”

“We all suck. We’d have to, to wind up in this mess. Non-sucky people don’t
have shit like this happen to them.” She drops back onto the recliner, a crum-
pled up pile of pathetic just like me.

“You guys sure know how to keep positive when things are bleak and drea-
ry. Holy shit,” Mouth mutters passing us by to head toward the bedroom. She’s
been taking care of Marcus around the clock. Improv medicine must be genetic
because she’s got this nurse business down pat. She doesn’t even seem pissed off
about it.

“I should call Madi.”
“You should definitely not call Madi.”
“I haven’t talked to her in days. I need to make sure she’s okay.”
Sketch rolls her eyes at me and somehow her level of annoyance helps. She

doesn’t even have to say anything.
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“You’re right. She’s fine. Pru would have called if she wasn’t. Reaching out
unless it’s an absolute emergency is not a good idea.” I nod, confirming all of
this for myself once more.

Princess stretches her legs out beside me. I almost forgot she was even here.
She’s been curled up under an afghan in the corner of the couch for hours. I
thought she was sleeping, but now I think maybe she was just pretending so she
wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. She’s tough. I know she’s tough because she’s
survived some shit that would have killed others, but this stuff, this violence,
the threats and the power struggles, it picks at her old scars like they’re brand
new scabs still healing. So while we’re fighting the war in the present, she’s un-
der attack from the ghosts of her past. None of us can protect her from those.

“Hey.”
Her face turns to meet mine, but she doesn’t answer.
“You want some tea or something?”
Sketch snorts. “Tea?”
“Is that not what people drink in a crisis?”
“You’re thinking of Tequila.”
Finally, Princess breaks into a small smile. “Coffee. We all drink coffee in a

crisis. That’s why they both start with a c. Coffee. Crisis. They match, see?”
“Then I suppose someone better make some.” I peel myself out of the cush-

ions and get back to my feet. I try my best to ignore the clock when I pass it,
but it’s impossible. It’s nearly one in the morning. Five hours. Five hours and no
news. No news is good news. Unless everyone is dead and can’t call, In which
case, no news is a fucking nightmare.

But I trudge on for the kitchen. I don’t say my thoughts out loud. No one
needs to hear them. We’re all thinking them anyway.

I pour the water into the coffee maker. Fill the filter unreasonably high with
coffee grounds. Fuck it. Nobody here is ever sleeping again anyway.

Then it happens. I feel the vibration on my thigh one iota of a second before
I hear the ring. I scramble for my phone so fast I nearly drop it getting it out
of my pocket. Princess, Sketch and Mouth all pile into the kitchen at the same
time.

“Hello?” I didn’t even think to check the caller ID. For all I know, Dallas
is drunk and calling to tell me he fucked up his new ink by going to the beach
again.
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“We’re okay.” Lucas. Thank God. Tears pool my eyes the moment I hear his
voice. “I’m at the hospital. Memphis is in bad shape.” He sounds worried, but
it’s nothing compared to the expression on Sketch’s face. She hasn’t even heard
the conversation, but she knows. She knows something. I have to tell her more.

“What happened?”
“Everything went according to plan. We kept moving through. Memphis

and I wound up pitted against each other and we put on a good show, then
he tapped out. I went up against the champion. He’s done. The whole thing is
done, Liv.” He sighs loudly, but it’s not out of relief. “Rediger is out. Saw him
being walked out by a couple of suits who meant business.”

“But what happened to Memphis?” I bite my tongue as soon as I say his
name. Panic just flared in Sketch’s eyes like I’ve never seen there before.

“We were packing up when some guy got a little too handsy with one of
the cocktail waitresses they brought in for the big event. Memphis told him to
back off. Shit got crazy after that. Five guys jumped him before I could even get
there. We fought our way out, but not before Memphis took a beating.”

“And now?” I reach out to take Sketch’s hand and for once, she lets me.
“He’s in surgery. Won’t know anything for a couple of hours.” He pauses to

take another long breath and I can hear the subtle sounds of the hospital wait-
ing room in the background. “Stay away from the shop. It’s still crawling with
bad news, but don’t worry, even if the cops get called at this point, the fight club
itself wasn’t illegal and there won’t be much else in the way of evidence left be-
hind by now. Just, come here. All of you.”

I hang up. I should have told him a million other things. Should have said I
love you at the very least, but I couldn’t. Couldn’t allow myself to say it, to show
the gratitude I feel for his wellbeing when Memphis is still in jeopardy.

“Memphis is in surgery, and it wasn’t even from the fighting. He got in
some asshole’s face for manhandling a girl working the event and got jumped
for it. Lucas seems to think he’ll pull through, but it’s serious. We need to get to
the hospital.”

“God, that idiot,” Sketch snarls, wiping her nose with the back of her hand
as she sniffs loudly. “Why does he always have to be such a fucking gentleman?”

“Someone has to offset all the assholes out there.” Princess makes a ballsy
move and hugs her. “I’m just glad we’ve got two knights in our midst now.”
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“Yeah. Two knights and one dud.” Mouth tips her head in the direction of
her room. “Think it’s safe to leave him?”

“You’re the medical personnel around here,” I remind her. “If you say he’s
good, I’m good.”

“He’s good. Let’s go.” And she spearheads our little formation straight out
of the apartment.

Lucas
I don’t know which is worse; the call I had to make to let Juli know about

Memphis, or sitting here now, watching her from the hallway while she cries
silent tears and holds onto his limp hand with all her might. He came through
the surgery alright. I knew he would. No, I hoped he would. Depended on it,
actually. And he did. He pulled through. Still looks like total shit though. His
face is smashed in pretty good and he’s got enough bandages wrapped around
his limbs to make a solid mummy costume come Halloween. I can see why Juli’s
in the shape she’s in. Doesn’t help any she had no idea what we were up to, and
still doesn’t understand.

But I do. I finally get it. This thing between them, it’s legit. Annoying as I
may find her a lot of the time, she cares about him, a lot. More than I would
have pegged her capable of. And she’s stronger too. She could have shown up
here, wailing and causing a scene, but she didn’t. Hasn’t made a sound since
she got here, outside of polite small talk with the nurses. She’s not speaking to
me, not that I blame her. I’m not my favorite person right now either, but she
backed me up when she arrived, no questions asked, no hesitation.

It was Memphis’s idea. Rambled it off to me on the ride over while he was
still in and out of consciousness. Wanted me to tell the hospital he was tram-
pled by a bull, that he was messing around after dark and wound up in a bad sit-
uation. I don’t know shit about riding bulls, but I went with it. Wasn’t hard to
tell no one was going for it. Then Juli showed, confirmed my story. No flinch-
ing. Just total conviction as she stared the cop square in the eyes and laid out
the scene for him. She made a far more credible witness than I did. Even had a
reasonable account of how I wound up with a black eye and busted lip in the
whole ordeal. After she was done, no one questioned anything. And Juli, she
just turned away and marched straight for his room.
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The sound of high heels and combat boots coming down the hall catches
my attention and I lift my head to search for them. Liv doesn’t say any real
words for a long time, just keeps running her hands all over my body, checking
to make sure everything is still attached, my heart is still beating, my lungs still
doing their thing. She gets hung up repeatedly in the places that are bleeding
and bruised, but I continue to assure her that I’m alright. It takes time, but she
believes me eventually.

“Rediger’s gone?” she whispers.
“Yeah.”
“And Memphis is going to be okay?”
We both stare across the wide hall into his room. Juli’s still inside. Sketch is

hovering in the doorway. Hasn’t moved since she got here.
“Yeah. Memphis is going to be fine, at least until he gets better. After Juli

and Sketch have their turn with him, I don’t know.” I crack a small smile, hop-
ing to diffuse the tension. We’re not out of the woods yet, but we’re alive and
that needs to count for something. Needs to be enough right now. Even if it
doesn’t feel like it just yet.

“Here.” Mouth shows up in front of us, hands stretched out, each holding
a cup of coffee. Princess is heading for Sketch with a coffee delivery for her as
well.

“Thanks.” Liv takes the paper cup and I follow suit. I’m too tired, too
drained to put much thought into anything anymore. I’ll just match her move-
ments for the time being. Coffee is probably a good idea.

“Well, this will definitely make for a good story at the shop for months to
come,” Mouth remarks dryly, taking her seat beside us.

“You mean the time our shop was attacked by the mob and we all almost
came within an inch of our lives trying to take down their illegal fight club?
Yeah. Great conversation piece.” Liv sounds incredulous.

“Oh, no. I meant the time you turned cougar and hooked up with a guy
nearly ten years your junior, but whatever. I’m flexible. If you think the mob
story will get more traction.”

Liv actually laughs. Loudly, the vibration of it hums in my chest as I pull
her closer, and it’s the best damn feeling. It’s almost enough to make me believe
we’ve made it to the other side of this mess. Waking up. That’s what this feels
like. Waking up.

NINE 165



We stay camped out in the sterile, cold waiting room for hours. Not until
after Memphis swears at all of us for being drama queens do we walk out of the
hospital and back to reality. All night while we were holed up in here, cut off
from the world and any sense of night or daylight, it felt like time stood still.
Now, with the high noon sun shining straight in my eyes, it seems to be racing
by.

My phone’s been dead for hours. As soon as I plug it in inside the truck, the
screen screams at me with a long list of messages, text and voicemail alike. My
sisters. Madi. Even my mother texted me. The calls are all from my father; every
message, short and clipped and lacking in every emotion except one. Anger.

“What’s wrong?” Concern shadows her beautiful face. It’s too soon. We
needed more time. More rest. More deep breaths. More laughs.

“My dad.”
“Do you think he knows?” It’s a loaded question. Any number of things I’ve

been keeping from him could be the reason he’s pissed off, and I’m thinking he
definitely caught wind of one of them. If not more.

“Yeah.” I hit call and wait. One ring and he answers.
“It’s about damn time,” he snarls into my ear. “I don’t know where the hell

you are, or what the hell you had to do with that disaster in Olivia’s old ware-
house, but I know for damn sure you were there.”

“How?” That’s the only fucking thing that matters right now.
“After thirty years in politics, nothing happens in this town that I’m not

privy to! For Christ’s sake, some lowlife could sneeze under the overpass and I’d
be told about it. You really think my only son can walk into an illegal fight club
and I won’t have at least five different sources telling me about it within sec-
onds?! Think, Lucas! You’re a McNealy. People know you, and those who don’t
sure as hell know of you. You can’t keep secrets. Not here. Not from me.”

“So what now, huh? Is the place under investigation? Are we all under ar-
rest? What?!” I turn away from Liv. I can’t believe I let this happen. Can’t be-
lieve that after everything I did to protect her from her own blood, it could
wind up being my family that tears her life to pieces.

“Now, you’ll do what you should have done from the start. You’ll listen to
me.” His previous roars of self-righteousness have dimmed down to arrogant
sneers. It’s all the same to me though. He’s the all-powerful Oz and I am merely

166 K.S. THOMAS



the scarecrow in search of a brain. At least, that’s what I used to believe. I know
better now.

“I’ll hear you out, Dad, but whether or not I listen depends entirely on the
content of your words.”

I hear an indignant huff over the phone, but it only sways him briefly. Then
he’s back to his usual cold and demeaning tone. “Your lack of respect for this
family never ceases to amaze me. Maybe you don’t mind screwing around with
your own life, but you sure as shit won’t be screwing around with mine. Stay
away from the club. Stay away from that seedy tattoo parlor. I’d tell you to
stay away from that trashy woman as well, but I don’t enjoy wasting my time.
Don’t ask questions. Don’t talk to anyone. This is bigger than you could possi-
bly imagine and it’s being cleaned up as we speak. Keep your damn head down
and you won’t get swept away with it.”

Then the line goes dead. That’s it. My father just saved my ass. Saved Olivia.
Maybe if I didn’t know he’d been forced into it by sheer survival instinct and a
drive to save his own good name, I could decide between feeling grateful and
remembering what it means to be the world’s most disappointing son. The emo-
tions drag me in opposite directions, ripping me apart internally until a soft
hand slides over my arm and I remember I’m not alone. Not everyone thinks
every decision I make is wrong.

I twine my fingers with hers, squeezing gently. “It’s over.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four

HEARTBREAKER
Exhausted from the longest day of my entire fucking life, I practically fall

in through my front door, stumbling sloppily and nearly crashing to the floor,
were it not for Lucas who continually insists on catching me.

“Thanks,” I mumble sheepishly. That time really did seem unnecessary.
“You could have let my dumb ass drop, you know? Every now and again, I de-
serve to trip and land on my ass. It’s humbling.”

“Forget it.” He wraps me up in a gigantic bear hug, nuzzling the side of my
head and moving down until his face is buried in the crook of my neck, not to
mention, a fluffy wave of my curly hair. “There will be no landing on your ass on
my watch,” he murmurs tenderly and all initial intention of making a joke gets
lost in the delivery.

“You need sleep.”
“I need you.”
“You have me.” Together we start our tumultuous walk down the endless

hall to my room, both of us dragging our feet and barely keeping our eyes open
to see where we’re going, all while holding onto one another in a way that is
more risk than caution, but neither of us cares because we’re in it together.

Taking turns undressing each other in slow motion, dropping whatever we
take off the other haphazardly around my room, I can feel myself begin to perk
up at the site of Lucas getting increasingly more naked. I’m about to act on this
pleasant burst of energy when I hear my phone ring from some unknown loca-
tion in my bedroom.

“Where is that coming from?” Lucas turns around, searching the floor for
the source of the noise.

“My pants.” No sooner have I said the words than I spot the worn and
ripped pair of skinny jeans I was wearing up until two minutes ago. Now they’re
dangling precariously from the back of a chair near the door.
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I make a halfhearted attempt to grasp for the phone, but being as I’m no
longer motivated by Lucas’s naked body, I’m not remotely close to reaching it,
nor am I putting forth much effort to rectify said problem.

I’m still waving my hand around in midair pretending to attempt to reach
my phone when the ringing stops again.

“Shit.” I groan. “What are the odds that call wasn’t important?”
Lucas tips his head sideways and grimaces. “I don’t know. Memphis is in the

hospital. Your brother is recovering from a bullet wound in Mouth’s bed, and
chances are good your business is currently crawling with FBI agents. I’d say not
good.” It takes two long strides of his to reach the chair and retrieve my pants.
His hand slides into my back pocket and resurfaces with my phone. He didn’t
even have to check them all. He already knew which pocket it was in. Someday
really soon, I’m going to take the time to appreciate all these little things that
make him so amazing.

“Thanks.” I swipe the screen to see who it was when it starts to ring again.
It’s Mouth. “What’s wrong?”

“He’s gone.”
Damn it. “What do you mean he’s gone? How could you let him leave?”
“I didn’t, Heartbreaker!” She sounds exasperated. Given the circumstances

and my accusation, I suppose that’s fair. “Place was empty when I got back. Bed
was made. All his shit was gone. There’s no evidence left to suggest he was ever
even here.”

“That’s not possible.” I shake my head because it can’t be true. Something
doesn’t fit. Something isn’t adding up. “He was barely strong enough to get to
the bathroom and back. How in the hell would he have been able to dress him-
self, make the bed and clean up and the march out the door without collapsing
halfway down the stairs? Check again. Maybe he fell. Maybe he – “

“Stop it.” Her words are final. “He’s gone, Heartbreaker. He’s gone and he’s
not coming back.”

“Oh God.” I gasp, my hand covering my mouth to try and suppress the
words about to come out. “Did he die? Is that what you’re not saying?”

I can hear her exhale over the phone. “He’s not dead. I would tell you if he
was dead. You’re not five and I’m not selling you some tale of goldfish being free
and swimming the open seas when they really just got flushed down the damn
toilet. Marcus is alive. I don’t know how; maybe he’s been faking how bad he
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was. Maybe he was getting a lot stronger a lot faster and was just waiting for a
moment to slip out when no one was looking. Whatever it was, I promise you,
he was well enough to survive a few hours without us when we left. He didn’t
die. He left.”

I slump down onto my mattress. Lucas is beside me in an instant. He
can’t even let me fall on something soft and springy. I feel myself smirk at the
thought. Maybe I’m okay with this after all. Hell, maybe I knew all along that it
would come to this.

I say goodbye to Mouth and let the phone drop to the floor. I almost hope
it breaks. I don’t want any more news. I haven’t been subjected to a pleasant
phone call in I don’t know how long.

“Bed,” I state simply, pointing toward the pillows.
Lucas nods, snaking his arm around my waist and scooting us both up the

mattress until we’re high enough to lie back and stretch out. Except we don’t
stretch out. We stay curled up, legs and arms tangled up in one another, faces
so close to one another our noses touch and we breathe the same breath. We
don’t talk. We don’t move. We just stare at one another for the longest time and
I don’t think I’ve ever heard someone say so much without ever uttering word.

When sleep finally comes for us, it’s deep and long-lasting. When Monday
morning comes around to rear its ugly head, I’m tempted to hit snooze and
doze back off. Even the worst mid-morning dream is bound to be better than
whatever nightmare awaits back at the shop.

After much moaning and whining, and reminding Lucas that his father
warned him to stay away from Pink for the foreseeable future, I finally make it
to work.

Sketch pulls in right as I’m unlocking the door and I wait for her to get out
of the car and reach me before I open it and go inside.

“Think anyone’s been in here?” She asks, casually scanning the area and ex-
changing a glance with me, letting me know we’re both aware of the unmarked
van parked nearly out of sight on the side of the warehouse.

“Probably.” Then I take a deep breath and go for it. The buzz of the security
system goes off as soon as we’re in. “Alarm is still set,” I point out, hurrying to
shut it off.
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“I don’t think that counts for much,” Sketch says dryly, standing in front
of me, a large manila envelope in her hands. “Unless you left this lying on your
desk.”

I didn’t. We both know that.
With shaky hands, and shaky everything, I take the envelope from her.

“God, I’m so over surprises like this.” I close my eyes and count to four. I’d
planned on ten, but realized by the time I reached two that was never going to
happen. Then, opening my eyes and the envelope simultaneously, I brace myself
for whatever is inside.

“And?” Sketch is craning her neck to try and see what’s written on the pa-
pers in my hand.

I start counting again. This time I make it to seven. “It’s a death certificate.”
I lock eyes with her. “For Marcus.”

“What?” She practically yanks the sheet of paper from my hand leaving me
to stare at the newspaper pages still left in my grasp.

“This is from today,” I say, reading the date. “Who would send - “Then I see
it. The headline. “Sketch, listen. Deceased male found early Friday morning ly-
ing face down in the brush along State Road 44 has been identified as Marcus
Mateo Badilla. Mr. Badilla died from a fatal gunshot to the chest. It is as of yet
unknown who is responsible for his death or what motivated the attack against
him. Mr. Badilla has a history of criminal activity. Authorities do not believe
the attack was random.” My voice is barely audible by the time I finish.

“Wow.” Sketch stares back at me wide eyed. “I did not see that coming.”
I glance back down at the article, reading it again, searching for some secret

clues I might have missed. “Where do you think he really is? Witness protec-
tion or prison?”

She takes the envelope I have pinched between my pinky and ring finger
and proceeds to place the death certificate back inside. “Let’s go with witness
protection while the image of him bleeding to death is still fresh in our minds.
We can always switch to prison later when the shock wears off and our sympa-
thies along with it.”

“Always so practical.” I force a smile. Sooner or later it will happen automat-
ically again. For the time being, I’m okay with reminding my face it’s capable of
more than one sour expression.
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“Do we tell anyone?” Sketch hands back the slender package so I can hide
away the newspaper as well.

“I think Mouth suspects. And Lucas got a call from his dad, more or less
implying shit like this was going down. I’ll tell him. I’ll let Mouth believe what
she wants. The others we spare for once.”

She nods. Minutes pass while we stand here, waiting for the last piece of the
puzzle to fully blend in with the big picture. It’s still not pretty to look at, but
at least it’s less overwhelming when it all fits. When it’s complete. There are no
more questions. No more surprise left.

“I’ll call Cherry. Tell her she’s back on the schedule,” Sketch announces sud-
denly.

“Sounds good.”
Then neither of us says anything else. We simply get to work. It’s Monday.

And for the first time in what feels like forever, it’s business as usual.

“WHAT DO YOU WANNA DO with it?” Sketch asks, staring around the
empty warehouse. It’s the first time we’ve stood in here since the night Marcus
was shot over a month ago. No one from the club has set foot on the property
since the big fight. They all cleared out that same night and never came back.
Whether they caught wind of the FBI lurking around, or simply found more
profitable pastures I don’t know and I don’t care. As far as I know, they left Mar-
cus for dead, abandoned the club and took care of Rediger, all without leav-
ing a shred of evidence behind they were ever even here. At least as far as I can
tell. No telling what the mysterious van people found while they were here. But
even they’ve left without so much as saying good bye or leaving a note.

I guess I thought if they all washed their hands of the place, I could do the
same and it would just...disappear somehow. It didn’t pan out. The building still
sits here. Haunting me. Reminding me of all the terrible things that happened
this summer. There’s not much I’d like to do with it. Except maybe one thing.

“Burn it down.” Ideally.
“Yeah. A fire. That’ll be a great way to end this whole debacle without draw-

ing attention to ourselves.” She bumps me with her side and I bump her back.
“You know you wanna do it, too.”
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She shrugs. “Actually, I had something more physical in mind.”
“Oh, yeah? Like what? Taking the place apart by hand, one piece at a time?”

Doesn’t sound like something I have the dedication for. I just want it gone.
Wiped off the face of the earth, along with all the shit that happened here.

“Not exactly. Hold on, I’ll be right back.” She breaks into a jog heading for
the door. When she comes back in, she’s holding two sledgehammers. “How
about some demolition therapy?”

“Sketch, you’re like, the smartest girl I ever knew,” I say with awe in my
voice. I’m only sort of kidding. She really is brilliant.

We both choose two random walls, that separated the former club rooms
from the main hall and the fighting ring, and then we start swinging. It doesn’t
take too long before the commotion draws Mouth, Princess and Cherry as well,
and soon all five of us are busy dismantling everything we can smash with a
hammer or take apart by hand. It’s late in the afternoon before we get tired
enough to slow down.

There’s rubble everywhere. Piles of chairs and bar stools scattered through-
out. Trashcans stocked to the rim with smashed glassware we took turns throw-
ing at the concrete floors with full force. It was worth the cleanup. The only
recognizable thing still standing is the ring at the center of it all. Damn thing is
indestructible. Or, at least, it can’t be taken down with any of the tools we have
on hand.

“Now can we light a fire?” I ask Sketch, eyeing the monstrosity still mock-
ing me. Mocking all of us.

“I don’t know. Ask your boyfriend what he thinks.” She points at the door
just as Lucas walks in. Memphis is right behind him. I guess not everything that
happened this summer was horrible. Lucas came home. Lucas came home, to
me.

“What are you asking your boyfriend?” He kisses my temple, wrapping one
arm around my waist and investigating the rubble all around.

“If we can have a massive bonfire to roast marshmallows and make s’mores.
And, you know, destroy the ring of doom here.” I point at the thing in disgust.

“Oh.” He sets down the large paper bag he’s carrying. Whatever is in it
smells really good. I love that he still brings me lunch. Well, judging by the size
of the bag and the two Memphis is holding, it’s for all of us.

“So, what do you say? Can we torch it?”
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“Nah. Leave it.” A smile starts to creep up his mouth as he exchanges a
meaningful glance with Memphis.

“Why?”
“Because we’re gonna need it when we open up our gym in here,” Memphis

explains casually, as if it’s obvious.
“Excuse me?” It’s not obvious. Not at all.
“Hear me out,” Lucas turns me by the waist until we’re face to face. “Mem-

phis and I have been talking, and I think I finally figured out what I want to
do.”

“Yeah?” I love that. I don’t love that it involves this building.
“Yeah.” He knows. He can tell, but it’s not deterring him. “It’s good. I

promise.” He smiles. I already believe him. “We want to turn this place into a
legit gym. Teach boxing, Mixed Martial arts, all of it, but the right way. The safe
way.”

“Training better fighters. This is a good thing how?” Sketch is still skeptical.
She’s clearly not as easily swayed by his smile as I am.

“It’s a good thing,” Memphis explains, “because we’re not going to teach the
hulking beasts and bullies. We’re going to teach the little dudes. The underdogs.
The kids who need a boost, whose self-esteem and self-confidence have taken a
beating and need to learn how to soar over all the bullshit.”

“Are you going to teach girls?” Mouth inquires, but it’s less of a question
and more of a threat to better say yes.

“Of course,” Lucas confirms.
“Then I’m for it,” Princess announces almost simultaneously to the words

coming out of his mouth.
“But how are you going to make money?” Sketch. Always the practical one.

“It doesn’t sound like you’re planning on running a business as much as you’re
opening the doors to a non-profit organization. I’m not knocking it. Just won-
dering how you’re going to feed yourselves.”

“Personal training,” Memphis answers, “We’ve both got the background for
it.”

“You do?” The military, sure, I can see that. But bull riding?
Memphis makes a face at me, clearly not appreciating my skepticism. “You

don’t think it requires a healthy, fit body to do what I do?”
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He wrestles bulls. I guess working out would come in handy for that. “Point
made.”

“Speaking of what you do,” Sketch interrupts again, “Are you giving it up
for good now? For Juli?”

“I’m not giving anything up for anyone.” Memphis scowls at her. She is kind
of putting a damper on their big reveal. “I’m making a change. For me. This isn’t
my long-term plan, Sketch. I’m just going to help Lucas get this thing up and
running. Then, when things are solid, I can still decide if I miss life on the road
or if I’m ready to retire and choose a safer, more settled lifestyle.”

Sketch nods and turns away, uttering something involving curse words and
Juli’s name under her breath as she goes.

“So, what do you think? Want to lease the building to me?” Lucas turns
things back on me.

“No.” I love his plans, but I want to do more than just say yes. More than
just support him. I want to give him what he gave me. His own place. “I’ll sell it
to you though.”

He leans in, kissing me softly. “Deal.”
Lucas

Three months. That’s all it took to get this place set up and filled with kids
ranging in age from nine to nineteen, six afternoons a week. Mornings are re-
served for one on one sessions, and even those are booking at a steady rate.

Thanks to Liv’s buddy Jensen, finding the right crew to rebuild and reno-
vate the warehouse was a piece of cake. Considering she not only handled all
the demolition with the girls, but also sold me the place for a buck after hand-
ing me back my savings, I actually had the funds in place to do some pretty cool
things.

Memphis is still hanging around, but his heart isn’t in it. I can tell. He’s try-
ing though. Wants to want this the way I do. Not for me, for Juli. After the hell
she went through with him this summer, he’s not keen on putting any more
strain on their relationship by getting back in the circuit, especially now that
she’s set on staying close to home. I know she’s angling for an engagement. Kids.
The whole deal. She’s ready, I just don’t think he is.

I feel a buzz on my thigh and reach into my pocket.
“Hey, Ma.” She calls daily. Ever since I moved out.
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“I’m just going over the guest list for Thanksgiving dinner and I’m won-
dering whether I should put you and Olivia down.” Ever since Marcus unoffi-
cially died, she’s been a lot more accepting regarding my relationship. Guess she
deems him a lot safer now that he’s in hiding for the rest of his life. My father’s
still in complete denial, but I can live with that. I’m used to it with him.

“Yeah, Ma. Holidays. Family events. You can go ahead and put us down
every time.” I don’t mind reminding her. I gave her plenty of reasons over the
years to think otherwise.

“Oh, good. I can make Tofurkey too, if Liv would like?”
That sounds nasty, but I appreciate the kind intentions. “No, thanks. She’ll

be totally cool just eating side items. Trust me on this.” Some days I wonder
how I’m still alive and kicking. Of course, I’ve learned a lot about this new diet
I’m on in the last few months. I’m not starving anymore – most of the time –
and frankly, I’ve never felt better.

“What about Memphis? Think he and Juli would like to join us?”
“I can ask, but they’ll probably wind up at her parents’.” I check my watch.

It’s almost time.
“Okay, you do that and get back to me, by tomorrow if you can. I’m sitting

down with Stephen to decide on the menu, and I want to be sure I know who’s
coming before I finalize things.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I walk into the back office. Memphis is already back here. He’s
zoned out, staring at his wrist when I walk in. I catch him doing that more and
more these days. Thinking of her. Probably because things are getting so serious
with Juli.

“Alright, I’ll let you go, I know you’re busy,” my mother chirps, the sound of
conversation growing louder on her end. She’s the busy one.

“Thanks for calling. Bye, Ma.”
I slide the phone back into my pocket, stalling.
“What was that about?” Memphis asks, pretending neither of us know

what’s going on with him.
“My mom invited you and Juli to Thanksgiving.”
“Oh.” He sits up straighter. “I think we’re going to Juli’s house, but thanks.”
I watch his fingers move to cover Riot’s name.
“Ever think about having it turned into something else? Might help you fi-

nally move on. Get past it.”
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He shakes his head, grimly. “No.” He gets to his feet. “There’s no getting
past it. There’s living with it. Dying with it. Pushing forward with it. But there’s
no getting past it.” Then he walks out, taking it with him. Taking her with him
everywhere he goes, painted into his skin, bound to him for the rest of his days,
just like Liv’s Uncle Camilo. Only I don’t see how it’s romantic anymore. It just
looks like fucking torture from where I’m standing.

Lost in thought, I almost forget what I came in here for until the alarm goes
off on my phone. I force myself to set aside Memphis and his past. We’re in the
present. The now. A moment in time that seemed nearly impossible to reach
not all that long ago. Who knows, maybe Memphis has a moment like this one
waiting for him right around the corner, and he just doesn’t know it yet.

With that in mind, I reach for the picnic I packed myself today and head
back out into the gym.

Cooler in hand, I walk out the front door and across the lot to Pink. It’s
lunchtime, and I have a standing date with my girl.
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ELEVEN (A Pink Novelette)

CHAPTER ONE
“Oh, God! What is that smell?” Riot looks like she’s about to hurl.
“I don’t smell anything.” I take another whiff in case I’m just missing it. I

only just showed up, so maybe the stink hasn’t reached me yet. When I still
notice nothing, I take an obvious glance around the wide-open emptiness sur-
rounding us and add, “But since I’m the only other person here, you should
probably be careful what you say next.”

She lifts her nose, searching the air for the source of her disgust. We’re out-
side, standing in the middle of a field next to an ancient oak tree, so I’m find-
ing it hard to believe she’s picked up on a scent this offensive to her. Unless it’s
the horses we rode here. And given the way I’ve seen her face buried in Mona’s
mane on countless occasions, all while sighing how heaven is a scent and how
that scent is ‘horse’, I highly doubt that.

She scowls, and I grin, because she looks fucking adorable when completely
appalled.

“It’s putrid. Like something died, and then something else came and took a
bath in the bodily fluids flowing out of it post-mortem.”

“Jesus, you’re cute when you’re being crass,” I tease, even though I mean
every word of it and she knows it. Riot never holds back. It’s one of my favorite
things about her. No guessing. I know her every thought, every minute of every
day. Even when it’s gross.

I’m still unreasonably delighted by her, when her nose lands on my cotton
shirt right near my collar bone.

“Oh my God! It’s you! Why do you smell like that?” She draws away in hor-
ror.

“What are you talking about? I don’t smell.” I’m instantly less amused. Not
completely offended yet, but absolutely moving forward cautiously. This is no
longer a laughing matter. Nor is her state of total cuteness a positive thing while
she’s backing away from me. It’s a sort of torture actually. I don’t want her back-
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ing away from me ever, least of all when she’s got me all hopped up on her ‘Riot
charms’.

She comes back in three determined steps, like she’s about to jump off a
bridge and can’t afford to think twice, then she swiftly presses her nose to my
shirt. She’s hardcore like that. “Yes. Yes, you do. You smell. You smell so fucking
bad I think I might hurl.” She waves her hand back and forth like a fan in front
of her face. “Ugh, it’s bad.”

I lift my shirt up to sniff it, seeing no other choice but to at least indulge this
ridiculous fantasy, or nightmare, of hers, if for no other reason than to prove
that I am willing to believe her, even when she turns out to be wrong. Which
she is. Because I smell nothing. I practically inhale the material just to be sure.
“All I smell is Audrey’s laundry detergent.” My mom’s housekeeper. Audrey is
as close as my mother gets to doing anything housework related. I do my own
laundry, but I still use the detergent Audrey keeps in the cupboard on top of the
washer. “It’s fruity. Something tropical, I think.”

“It’s gross and it smells like vomit. Maybe it expired. Or maybe something
died in it. Or maybe Aubrey puked in it after washing your dad’s underwear. I
don’t know what to tell you.” She throws her hands up at me, turning away and
putting some distance between us. Because apparently, I smell that bad.

“You’re serious right now.” She’s not usually. Riot’s always off on some tan-
gent or another that will have her rolling in laughter before long, but this time, I
don’t see the usual spark in her eye and the standard way she bites on her cheek
to keep from grinning is absent as well. She’s not about to laugh her ass off at
me because I fell for yet another stupid joke. She really finds the smell of me
nauseating. Which I don’t find exactly flattering when all I can think about is
how damn cute she is and how I’d like nothing more than to have every inch of
her body touching every inch of mine.

“I’m sorry.” She folds her arms over her stomach like she’s trying to settle it.
“No. I’m sorry...I’m...making...you sick?” I rake my hand through my messy

black hair, rubbing my scalp through the thick waves in my state of confusion.
I don’t even know what to do with this. Except do whatever it takes to get away
from the stench, I guess. Which gives me an idea that could solve both of our
problems. “Ohhh, I get it now. Babe, you should have just asked.” I shake my
head at her, chiding playfully, like I’m in on the joke. A joke she’s not making.
Yet.
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“Huh?”
I pull my shirt off over my head. “My clothes are making you sick, that’s an

easy thing to fix.”
“Memphis!” She covers her mouth, shocked by my suggestion. “We’re out

in the middle of a field. Anyone could see you.”
“Us,” I correct her, unzipping my pants.
She laughs, wagging her finger at me. “Nuh-uh. I’m not getting naked.”
I drop my drawers into the grass. I’ve never been shy to begin with, but I’m

finding the feeling of standing out in the middle of nowhere buck ass naked to
be surprisingly liberating. I can’t wait to find out what making love to her under
these conditions will feel like.

I’m suddenly wondering how we’ve never done this before. This is our tree.
Our spot. Our Sanctuary. We should have christened it a hell of a long time ago.

“Come here,” I coax her softly.
“Forget it.” Her arms wrap tighter around her waist, as if to provide her

with some sort of armor I can’t penetrate. We both know no such armor exists.
She can’t really resist me, though she continues to try. “This is so not happen-
ing.”

“Riot,” I croon, dropping my voice another octave. I’m cheating. She told
me once how the sound of her name on my mouth makes her turn to goo. Her
words, not mine, but I’m planning on the goo. I can work with the goo.

“Not fair
!” She whips her pointer finger up again to wag it back and forth in my face,

scolding me.
“I just want you to come over here and smell me.” It’s impossible to keep a

straight face under these conditions. “See if you still find me repugnant.” I take
a step toward her when she doesn’t move. And another, until I’m close enough
to grab the finger she’s still pointing at me and pull her to me.

“Completely and utterly repugnant,” she whispers. “I’ve never been so dis-
gusted in all my life.”

“I totally understand,” I reply, sinking down into her neck, my lips brushing
her soft, sweet skin. “Now that you mention it, I think your clothes stink too.”

“They do not,” she squeals, doing her best to seem affronted even as her
body begins to melt into mine.
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“Yeah, they do,” I insist, my fingers reaching up for the spaghetti strap of her
tank top and slowly moving it down over her shoulder. “They really, really do.”

I temporarily abandon the crook of her neck with my lips, to see her face.
Her body is definitely on board with my intentions, but I need to see her face,
read her, to be sure.

When she realizes what I’m doing, she rolls her eyes at me, sighing loudly.
“God, you’re so tiresome. So annoying. So –“

“Irresistible?”
“Unbelievable,” she groans, moving her mouth so close to mine I can’t help

but swipe my tongue out over her full bottom lip, just to taste her.
“Hold off on the compliments, babe,” I growl into her open mouth just as

I dive in to I kiss her. “At least until after I’ve done something worth compli-
menting.”

She giggles, but the sound of it gets swept up in an instant when we connect
again, and this time, we don’t break apart for silly conversation. We don’t break
apart for anything outside of air.
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Did you love Nine (A Pink Novel, #1)? Then you should read Eight (A pINK
Novel, #2)2 by K.S. Thomas!

3

Eight seconds at a time. That's how you beat the bull. Survive the ride. Win.
Eight seconds at a time.
It's been drilled into me for as long as I can remember. To help me focus.

Manage my fear. Stay in control.
Eight seconds at a time.
I can do anything eight seconds at a time.
Even get over her.
Riot.
When she disappeared, it was all I could think to do. Keep breathing. Keep

moving. Keep living.
Eight seconds at a time.
Until eight seconds turned to eight minutes. Eight hours. Eight days. Eight

weeks. Eight months.
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And finally, eight years.
Only now she's back.
And I know the only way I'm getting through this, is eight seconds at a

time.*Includes BONUS Prequel ELEVEN*
Read more at www.authorksthomas.com.
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