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CHAPTER ONE



“Just go talk to her. It’s not that hard. Just go up to her, say hi, and ask if she wants to go to a movie or get a coffee or have dinner. Seriously, dude, just do it!” I paced outside the living room, alone in the hallway, talking to myself. ’Cause talking outloud to myself was a good look, obviously. But thankfully, Grace couldn’t hear me, although Jacinda probably could.
I groaned. My adopted sister would probably tease me about my nervousness to no end. Never mind that Jacinda had two six month old babies to look after. Both of those babies had been inflicted with altered genetics thanks to their parents’ crazy origins, but even though the babies kept her busy, Jacinda still found time to tease me.
My pace increased, my feet sliding along the thick carpet. Whenever Grace joined Lena on our weekend family visits, I’d act like a complete moron. Every time. If I wasn’t fawning and staring, like a tongue-tied idiot, I was pacing and talking to myself, trying to work up the courage to ask her out.
Of course, Jet and Jacinda made sure to give me a wink or make a sly comment to let me know that they enjoyed my discomfort immensely.
Damn sisters and damn brothers. Even Amber and Susannah had started teasing me. I couldn’t get away from it. Okay, then stop talking to yourself so nobody hears you.
My hands balled into fists as my feet sank even deeper into the carpet in my adoptive father’s reclusive Colorado mansion. I ran a hand through my dark hair. Nerves churned in my stomach as the whooshing from my steps carried down the hall.
On the other side of the massive windows lining the end of the hallway, snow flew. The new year had arrived, and winter gripped the land. At the moment, all of us had a break from our college courses which gave us plenty of free time, free time that we hadn’t had in months, which meant that I had the perfect excuse to finally ask Grace out on a date.
If only I could work up the courage.
“Oh, look at him! He’s so cute!” Grace’s soft, lilting voice, the voice that always sent a tingle down my spine, carried over the laughter and steady conversation that took place only a room away.
I stopped pacing and peeked around the corner into the large living space. My family lay sprawled on the furniture. My heart rate increased at the sight of Grace. She sat on the carpet, next to Lena, while they played with Jacinda and Luke’s babies. Grace’s long blond hair trailed down her back, her beautiful blue eyes wide and luminous.
Damn. Why does she have to be so gorgeous?
But it wasn’t just her beauty that attracted me. It was everything. Lena’s best friend had become a part of our family over the past six months. She was the only normal human outside of our family that knew about our sinister origins and O’Brien Pharmaceuticals. She knew that all of us had altered genetics and displayed some type of extrasensory, paranormal, or animalistic power.
Yet Grace accepted us. All of us. Her kindness, willingness to always be there for Lena, and her trustworthiness meant she’d safeguard our secret origins no matter what.
Grace was gorgeous, inside and out, and single too.
But I was too big of a pussy to ask her out.
“She’s so strong. Aren’t you, little Emma girl? Look at you go!” Grace kneeled down, cooing to the six-month-old.
Emma pushed to her feet and toddled over to Grace. She drooled all over Grace’s finger before walking on chubby legs back to Jacinda and Luke. From there, she did the rounds, going to each and every person in the room: Father, Di, Amber, Susannah, Jasper, Mica, Edgar, and Lena. Jacinda and Luke’s twin babies had been graced with numerous aunts and uncles, thanks to our unusual family, although Flint and Jet were missing from the socializing in the living room.
Little Conroy, unlike Emma, was in his wolf form. He’d been that way since the afternoon, yipping and running while he played on the floor. Jasper chased him, letting the little guy chew on his fingers. Most likely, Conroy would transform back to his human baby form within the next hour or two. He never stayed a wolf for too long, and to Luke’s absolute delight, his son was strong enough to go for short runs around the backyard while Luke also ran as a wolf.
A soft yip came from Conroy when he pounced on Jasper’s head.
“You rascal!” Jasper laughed and swatted him away, but Conroy just jumped backward before pouncing again.
Unlike his sister, little Conroy had only learned how to transform a week ago. Jacinda had nearly had a heart attack when it happened, but so far, Conroy hadn’t demonstrated any of the detrimental effects that Emma had from transforming. That, of course, meant Jacinda had plenty of energy to tease me about my unrelenting crush on Lena’s best friend.
“Come here, Conroy. You cute little boy!” Grace cooed and scooped Conroy up. He wiggled and squirmed, trying valiantly to climb higher in her lap so he could lick her with his lapping pink tongue.
That’s one lucky puppy. I sagged against the wall, my stomach flipping as I watched her.
“Ogling again, bro?” A large hand clamped onto my shoulder. “You know, you’re kinda turning into a Peeping Tom.” Jet snickered and squeezed my shoulder. “You sure you don’t want to go in there and ask her out?”
I straightened and swallowed. “What are you talking about?” I asked as innocently as I could manage.
Jet’s blue eyes twinkled. He brushed back his dark curly hair. “It’s been over six months, Raves. Your interest is kinda turning into an obsession. If you don’t ask this girl out, I might ask her instead.”
My mouth dropped, my eyes flaming. “You wouldn’t! You know how I feel about her.” Even though I wore contacts, the fire still rose up inside me, but Jet wouldn’t know that since the contacts hid my internal fire.
“He’s kidding.” Flint’s deep voice came from the end of the hall. He sauntered up to us, his movements fluid and graceful. Like me, he had olive-toned skin and a tall lean build. As my only biological brother, he looked like me, but Flint’s chestnut hair was lighter than my black hair, and his dark eyes were normal, not like my fire-filled irises.
Flint leaned against the wall, crossing his arms. “Don’t worry, Raven. Jet won’t ask Grace out. Besides, Grace only has eyes for you. I don’t know why you haven’t already asked her.”
I swallowed, my throat suddenly feeling dry. How did I explain to my brothers that the thought of her potential rejection hurt so freakin’ much that I felt sick?
I’d never had a girlfriend, not really. I’d dated a few girls and hooked up a few times, but I’d never had an actual girlfriend. Lena said I was too shy, that I needed to come out of my shell, but that was easier said than done. Besides, I didn’t think I could handle Grace’s rejection. Because if she said no . . .
I squeezed my eyes shut, groaning inwardly. “It would kill me if she didn’t want to go out with me.”
Jet placed his hand back on my shoulder and squeezed it again. “Dude, you only live once. You’re wasting your life pining away for her. Just ask her. Trust me. She’ll say yes.” He dropped his hand, that cocky light in his eyes returning. “All you gotta do is walk up to her, flex your guns a bit, toss back your hair, and give her one of those smiles. Chicks love that stuff. Trust me. I do it all the time. Just act confident, bro. Chicks love confidence. Sometimes, you gotta fake it till ya make it. If you do, she’ll say yes.”
“Fake it till you make it. Right.” When I finally looked up, both Jet and Flint were nodding, encouraging me to get in there and do what I’d been too scared to do for the previous six months.
“He’s right,” Flint added. “You’re wasting your chance. She’s not gonna wait for you forever.”
“But if she’s as into me as you two both claim, why hasn’t she asked me out?” I curled my fingers into my palms. “It’s not like it’s the eighteenth century. Women ask out men.”
Jet shrugged. “Maybe she’s worried about rejection too.”
Flint nudged me toward the door. “Ask her. Just do it. You’re going to kick yourself in the future if you don’t.”
Sweat broke out on my palms, turning them into a sweaty mess. My heart leaped in my chest at the thought of walking across the room and asking her out. Not to mention, my entire family would witness my embarrassing fail if she said no.
“Go, dude.” Jet pushed me, and I stumbled into the room.
Grace’s head snapped up when I regained my footing. An attractive flush filled her cheeks.
“Hey, Raven!” Lena said cheerfully. She gave Grace side-eyes, but Grace didn’t see it. Grace’s chin had dipped, her flush turning to a blush. “Come sit with us.” Lena waved me over.
I awkwardly walked across the room, the conversation around me falling silent, but then Jet came into the room and snatched up Conroy.
“What you up to, you little bugger?” He scratched Conroy behind the ears, but Conroy whipped his head around and clamped onto Jet’s fingers, his little razor sharp teeth penetrating Jet’s skin.
“Ouch!” He pried Conroy off his hand but chuckled anyway. “You’re getting fast, you little trouble maker.”
Luke grunted with pride. “He takes after me.”
Luke, the largest member of our family, lay sprawled out on the couch beside Jacinda, his massive frame taking up most of the sofa. His shoulders spanned at least three feet, and his hands were as big as dinner plates.
Jacinda smiled, her full lips glossy from some shiny lipstick she wore. She tossed back her blond, perfectly styled hair. “Nice to see you, Raven. I wondered if you’d join us.” She winked, making my teeth grit.
“Uh, yeah. I was doing some stuff in the back.” I sat down by Lena, Grace on her other side. Grace peeked up at me, her blue eyes so vibrant that I wanted to drown in them.
“Hi, Raven.” She smiled tentatively.
I cleared my throat. “Hi. How are . . . how are ya doing?”
She shrugged and picked at the carpet. “Pretty good. It’s kinda nice to have a break from class.”
“Ah, yeah. Totally. I mean, I hate having class too. I mean, I don’t hate it, and not that you said you hated it, but—” I snapped my mouth shut, wanting to smack myself.
There I went again, acting like a freakin’ idiot.
“I know what you mean.” Grace piped in. She smiled shyly. “It’s nice to have a break.”
My shoulders sagged, that feeling in my stomach growing. God, she was amazing, always trying to make everyone feel better and putting up with my tongue-tied sentences like they were normal.
Grace sat up straighter, some of her primness returning. It was another thing I loved about her. She was always so proper, and so on top of things. It was probably why she and Lena meshed so well. They were complete opposites in some ways, but those opposite qualities seemed to strengthen their friendship.
“So what are you up to this weekend, Raven?” Lena nudged me, her green eyes twinkling. Her long, curly red hair sat in a messy bun on the top of her head, making her small nose and fragile features look striking.
“I . . . uh . . .” I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants. I knew Lena had asked me that question as an opening for me to ask Grace out. As embarrassing as it was, my entire family knew about my crush.
Lena’s eyebrows rose, her expression encouraging.
Just do it! I sat up straighter and before I could lose my courage, I blurted, “I was actually going to see if Grace was free and wanted to hang out this weekend.”
The entire room fell quiet. Shit.
Grace’s mouth parted, her tongue darting out to moisten her lips. Seeing her little pink tongue made something else stir inside me. God, she’s so gorgeous.
Lena grinned, nudging Grace. “Did you hear that? Raven’s wondering if you want to hang out this weekend. Since it’s only Friday, you two could spend the whole weekend together.”
Grace’s cheeks bloomed bright red, then she bit her bottom lower lip.
My heart pounded. She hadn’t said yes. Why hadn’t she said yes?
“I, um . . .”
Oh my God, she’s going to say no.
My gaze shot to the floor, nausea rolling through my stomach. I’m going to throw up.
Grace twisted her hands. “I would love to, but I’m going home in the morning to see my family in Wyoming.”
I raked a hand through my hair, the movement reminding me that I hadn’t followed Jet’s advice. The smooth-talker had told me to toss back my hair, flex my biceps, and grin. I’d failed miserably on all accounts, and now Grace had rejected me.
“Oh, yeah, that’s totally fine,” I mumbled. “No problem.”
Lena frowned, her eyebrows drawing together. “I didn’t know you were going home tomorrow. You never told me that.”
“I hadn’t planned to, but my mom—” Grace’s voice caught. “She called this afternoon. She’s sick and isn’t doing well, so she asked me to come home to see her.”
Lena angled her body toward Grace. “Your mom isn’t doing well? Then that’s great you’re going home to see your family, especially since you never seem to get a chance to visit. But how are you getting there?”
“I was going to drive.”
Lena’s eyebrows shot up. “In your old rust bucket that barely runs?”
Grace shrugged, her cheeks brightening even more. “I know. It’s not the greatest car, but . . .” Her voice trailed off again. “I have to go home.” An edge entered her tone.
I frowned, some of my embarrassment diminishing as I studied her body language. A light sheen of sweat covered Grace’s forehead, and she was picking more at the carpet. In a way she almost looked . . . frightened.
But Lena just grinned. “I know! Raven can drive you! He traded his Mercedes in for a new car. He just got it last week, and then you won’t have to worry about your clunker breaking down.”
My mouth dropped at the same time Grace’s gaze flew to mine. For a moment, one tiny moment, pure horror entered her eyes.
Oh God . . . the thought of spending a long drive with me makes her feel that way? The sick feeling in my stomach increased.
“My car will make it, Lena. It’s fine.” That formal tone entered Grace’s voice again.
Lena rolled her eyes. “No, it won’t. Get real, girl. You probably won’t even make it to the border.”
The sweat on Grace’s forehead increased. With trembling fingers, she pushed her hair behind her ears.
She really didn’t want to go with me, like really, really didn’t want me along. My stomach plummeted. Taking a deep breath, I resisted the urge to push to a stand and leave the room, but acting like a coward and running away would only make this entire situation even more pathetic.
Besides, Lena said Grace’s car was a pile of crap. There was no way I was going to sit back and let her drive off in a vehicle that could potentially break down, especially not on winter mountain roads.
I cleared my throat. “Why don’t you take my car? Like Lena said, it’s brand new, the tires are good, and it’s all-wheel drive, so you won’t have to worry about sliding off the road. If you take it, you won’t break down, and don’t worry, I don’t need to join you if you’d rather go alone.”
Grace’s breath hitched. Even though I sat two feet away, I still heard it. “You would loan me your car? Your brand-new car? You’d really do that?”
“Yeah, of course. Just take it. I’ll go get the keys right now.”
Lena clamped a hand on my forearm. “Just hold on a minute. Grace is not borrowing your car. That damn thing doesn’t even have door handles. I don’t even know how you get in and out of it, so how is Grace supposed to know? And isn’t it electric? How will she charge the battery?”
“It has door handles. You just have to—”
Lena gripped me harder, silencing me, before swinging back to her friend. “Do you really want to figure all that out, Grace? Just let him drive you. It will be so much easier, believe me. Raven will get you there and back in one piece.” Lena gave me side-eyes before winking.
I groaned inwardly. Apparently, Lena was playing matchmaker now too.
Grace twisted her hands again. “But my dad—”
Lena sighed. “I know I’ve never met your parents, but if you’re worried about bringing a boy home, don’t. Raven can crash at a motel or something, and you said your mom is sick, right? So you want to make sure you get there.”
“Um . . .” She bit her lip, toying with her full bottom lip. “I don’t know . . .”
Even though I hated the nervousness strumming from Grace like electric energy, I hated more the thought of her driving some crappy car and potentially breaking down in the mountains. No way in hell was I going to let that happen. Still, it was pretty obvious she didn’t want me along.
But I’d be damned if I did nothing, and she potentially got stranded.
Raking a hand through my hair, I said, “It’s all right, Grace. We can, um, listen to audiobooks or something on the drive. And like Lena said, I’ll drop you off and will crash at a motel. You don’t have to worry about your dad, and you won’t have to worry about charging my car.”
Grace inhaled a deep, shuddering breath. Warring emotions battled in her luminous eyes. Toying with her lip again, she finally replied, “Okay, that would work. Thanks, Raven.”
I nodded curtly before pushing to a stand. Even though my attempts at asking her out had blown up in my face, at least, I knew she’d get home safely, and then when we got back, I’d have to figure out a way to forget about her. Because as much as I wanted her—wanted her more than freakin’ anything—it appeared that feeling wasn’t mutual.




CHAPTER TWO



I pulled my sleek new Tesla up to the curb outside Grace’s apartment. The old, rundown building sagged into the ground, like a neglected barn on an abandoned farm.
Similar to most college students, Grace didn’t have a lot of money. Given where she lived, that was pretty obvious, and Lena had told me Grace was always counting her pennies. Even though Lena tried to pay for most of Grace’s things, her best friend wouldn’t let her.
A smile ghosted my lips. Grace had her pride. She didn’t want handouts.  I couldn’t help but admire that, even though I wanted to buy her the world.
I groaned. Take it easy, Raves. You’re just giving her a ride. She doesn’t want anything from you.
Never mind that last night Lena had pulled me aside after my botched attempt to date Grace. She’d tried to convince me that Grace really did want to go on a date with me, but that Grace was just acting weird about this trip to her parents. But I’d seen Grace’s reaction when I’d asked her. Whatever my family thought Grace felt for me, they’d obviously been wrong.
Scents from the coffees I’d bought floated up around me. I took a sip of mine, the dark brew hot with a hint of cinnamon. After setting it down, I nervously raked a hand through my hair, eyeing the coffee I’d bought Grace and the audiobooks I’d purchased.
Three digital audiobooks waited on my phone for Grace to choose from, thanks to the five hour drive ahead of us. Grace had given me her parents’ address last night, and I had the entire route mapped out. We were headed to the mountains west of Casper, and if the drive went awkwardly, we could listen to books the entire way, anything to cover up the fact that she didn’t want me along.
My palm settled on the smooth steering wheel, my fingers drumming against it. The clock on the dash read 6:59. I’d told Grace I’d pick her up at seven o’clock, so when her apartment door opened a moment later, just when the clock shifted to 7:00, I wasn’t surprised. Unlike Lena, Grace was always on time.
She gripped a small bag and her purse. Both dangled over her shoulder. A thick parka covered her upper half, sturdy snow boots on her feet. With her hood down, her long blond hair flew around her face in the breeze, and even though she smiled when she saw me, her lips seemed tight.
I took a deep breath, reminding myself that my job was only to drive her. Nothing more.
I hastily got out of the car. Cold wind blew against my face, and since I’d left my jacket in the back, a shiver hit me. When I rounded the vehicle, Grace stood outside of the front door, eyeing it skeptically.
“There really aren’t door handles.”
“There are. You just need to do this.” I touched the handle, and it extracted from the car.
“Oh, right.” She laughed, sounding self-conscious before she pulled her lip into her mouth, nibbling on it, as that alluring pink tongue darted out again.
I forced myself to look away. “Let me get your bag.” I took the small bag from her, my hand brushing against her shoulder.
She tensed, even though her large parka created a protective barrier from direct contact with me. Still, I noticed her reaction. I stepped back, not wanting her to feel uncomfortable. “Just, uh, get yourself settled inside. Oh, and I picked us up coffees. I bought you a white-chocolate mocha.”
Her gaze flew to mine, her large blue eyes as luminous as sapphires. “You did? That’s my favorite coffee.”
I already knew that, since Lena had told me last night when I’d asked her, but I feigned a look of surprise. “Oh, really? Well, I guess that was lucky.”
Her face softened. “Thanks, Raven. That was really thoughtful of you.”
“Yeah, no problem.” I backed up. “Just, uh, get yourself settled and then we can get going.” I rounded the back of the car, my heart beating like a drum.
When I slid into the driver’s seat, Grace sat primly on the passenger side, her long legs angled toward the center with her hands clasped in her lap. A floral scent from her hair wafted my way.
Damn, she smelled good.
“I really appreciate you doing this, Raven. It’s pretty amazing that you’re willing to drive me there and back. It’s a long way.”
I tried to not be affected by the sound of her voice, the scent of her hair, and how her breasts lifted every time she took a breath, but my stomach still tightened, and something lower tightened too. I shifted in my seat. “It’s not a problem, really.”
She opened her mouth but then closed it. Running a hand through her hair, she looked out the window, nibbling on her lip again. I shifted into gear and pulled onto the road, picking up speed.
I drove us through the city to I-25. The entire way, Grace’s attention stayed on the passing scenery, a troubled look on her face, but anytime she caught me watching, she forced a smile.
“Do you want to listen to an audiobook?”
She rubbed her hands on her thighs. “We could. Is that what you want to do?”
I’d rather talk to you. “We can if you want.”
She rubbed her hands faster and shrugged. “Honestly, I’m not sure if I could pay attention enough to listen to a story.”
My brow furrowed as a light dusting of snow began to fly. “Is everything okay?”
“Yeah, totally fine.”
But her response was too quick, and she played with her nails before tilting her chin toward the window.
The silence around us stretched, and I couldn’t help but notice that the farther north we drove, the tenser she became. My initial worries over her hesitations about traveling with me disappeared more and more with every passing mile. Whatever we were driving toward seemed to terrify Grace, and it suddenly struck me that her mom was sick. Maybe she was really sick.
When we crossed the border into Wyoming, on our way toward Cheyenne, I draped my arm over the steering wheel, eyeing her again. “Grace? Are you sure everything’s okay? Because if it’s not, you can tell me. You know, if something’s going on with your family, I can listen if you want to talk.”
Her head whipped toward me, that terrified look growing. “Why would you think something’s going on with my family?”
“I . . . uh . . . I don’t. I just know that your mom’s sick, and that’s why you’re going home.”
Her fingers uncurled from where they’d balled into her palms. She smoothed back her hair. “Oh, my mother, of course.”
“When was the last time you visited?”
She blinked, looking down.
I waited for her to respond, but then wondered if she’d heard my question. I was about to ask it again, when she said, “I haven’t. Not since before college.”
My eyebrows rose. “Not even during the summer?”
“No.” She looked out the window again, clasping her hands tightly in her lap once more, before lunging for my phone. “So you said you bought audiobooks? What audiobooks did you buy? Maybe we should listen to one of those.”
She held out my phone for me to enter the passcode, and I wanted to kick myself as she picked the literary novel and hit play. Nice one, Raven. Obviously, she didn’t want to talk about her family, so the fact that I’d brought it up only made her more uncomfortable.
Neither of us said anything else until we drove into Wheatland where I had to stop to recharge the car’s battery. The audiobook droned on in the background, but I barely paid it any attention. I didn’t think Grace did either. She checked her phone a few times, continually nibbling her lip while staring out the window.
When I pulled up to the Tesla Supercharger outside of a hotel, I spotted a fast food restaurant down the road. “Do you want to grab some lunch while the battery’s charging?”
She frowned and picked up her purse. Her eyebrows drew together as she opened her wallet. “Um, sure. We can do that.”
Outside, the wind blew, howling at times. I quickly grabbed the charger and plugged my car in.
“Ready to go?”
Grace pulled her coat tightly around her, hugging her purse closely to her side. “Sure. I’ll follow you.”
The ease at which she’d laughed last night, when she’d been surrounded by my family and the babies had disappeared. Her gaze stayed down, her lips downturned, as we trudged the distance to the restaurant.
When we reached the fast food joint, I held the door open for her. It was only as she stepped through it, that troubled look still on her face, that she seemed to realize I’d opened the door for her.
She shook herself, a small smile lifting her lips. “Thanks, Raven.”
I dipped my head, wanting so badly to place my hand against her waist, guiding her inside. Instead, I made sure to keep a foot of distance between us.
At the checkout counter, Grace looked through her wallet again.
“What do you want?” I asked.
She checked the menu before pulling out a few dollar bills, each bill crisp and pressed and aligned precisely in her wallet.  “Um . . . a cheeseburger is fine.”
I eyed the three dollar bills she held onto as if her life depended on it. As discreetly as possible, I looked at the other bills in her wallet. Only two dollars remained.
I slid my billfold from my back pocket and pulled out my credit card. “Do you like fries? Or do you want a drink?”
“I don’t really like fries.”
“Onion rings?”
A wistful expression crossed her face. “I love onion rings.”
A bored looking teenager stood behind the counter, watching us while we spoke. I stepped closer to her. “Two cheeseburgers, a large fry, a large onion rings, and two sodas.”
Grace bustled forward. “Raven, what are you doing? I can order for myself and pay for my food.” She thrust her three dollars forward.
I gently pushed her hand back. “Put your money away.”
She swallowed tightly, that troubled look returning as her fingers curled around the three dollars in her palm. “You don’t need to pay for me, seriously. I tell Lena that all the time, but she’s always picking up the bill too.”
I gave her a crooked smile. “Then it must run in the family ’cause I’m not letting you pay either.”
A soft laugh escaped her. She looked almost surprised at the sound, because she bit her lip again. “I hate that I never have any money.”
“You’re a college student. College students are notoriously broke.”
“But you’re a college student too.”
“True, but I have a trust fund. My dad—” My brow furrowed as I cut myself off. I’d just referred to Conroy Fielding as my father, even though he wasn’t. Grace knew about Marcus Christenson, the man I’d grown up with that I’d considered my father until I’d learned about what he’d done to my mother and his role in O’Brien Pharmaceuticals, but Conroy, I’d only known him a few years.
I cleared my throat. “I mean, Conroy has given us all trust funds, as Lena’s told you. Don’t sweat the money. Seriously. I can afford to buy you lunch.”
“And you’re transporting me home,” she said quietly, under her breath. “I can pay you for gas then—” She slapped a hand to her forehead. “Except your car doesn’t take gas.”
I grinned and reached for our tray when the checkout girl handed it over. “Yep. Guess you’ll have to find something else you want to pay for.”
She laughed, a real laugh this time, some of the tension leaving her face. When we searched for a table, her steps seemed a little lighter, and that beautiful smile—that usually graced her face—lifted her lips. It was crazy how satisfying that was, to know that I’d helped shift her mood.
We sat down and ate quickly, since we still had a few hours left to drive, but just as I grabbed my coat and the tray to leave, Grace’s entire body went rigid. Her face paled, her gaze glued toward something by the door.
“Um, excuse me.” She flew out of the booth, heading toward the women’s restroom before I could blink.
Frowning, I glanced over my shoulder.
I surveyed the restaurant. One of the restaurant employees put together a bag of food for someone at the drive-thru. A mom with two young kids kept telling her children they couldn’t have ice cream, and two guys stood near the checkout counter, ordering lunch.
Nothing looked unusual.
Pushing to a stand, I dumped our tray and slid my jacket back on before pulling the slim mirror from my pocket. It was something I always carried. Opening it, I checked my contact lenses. Brown irises stared back at me. Good. My contacts were still in place.
A moment later, Grace rushed from the women’s restroom, keeping her head down. She headed straight for the door.
I hurried to catch up with her when one of the guys at the checkout counter cocked his head. “Grace? Grace Anderson?”
Grace stopped mid-stride, her hand gripping the door handle tightly. I paused, just around the corner from where she stood. Grace closed her eyes, her breath coming fast, before she turned stiffly. Her jaw locked when she faced them.
The two guys who’d been ordering at the counter had both turned. One wore a leering expression. The other eyed Grace up and down.
“It is you.” The taller one, with sandy blond hair and a dirty T-shirt said. He leaned his hip against the counter. “With so many clothes on, I barely recognized you.”
Tears sprouted in Grace’s eyes.
My hands balled into fists, anger rising in my gut when the other one laughed, but Grace just shrank back before shoving into the door and barreling through it.
The two guys continued to laugh after she ran. I curled my lip, the fire rising in my mind. With the flick of a thought, I could start them on fire.
But both guys turned back to the counter, still laughing, oblivious to the fact that I could roast them like barbeque. I took a deep breath, struggling to get myself under control, then rounded the corner and pushed through the double doors.
Outside, the wind cut into my skin like icy needles. Grace was already halfway back to the car.
Picking up a jog, I hurried to catch up with her. When I reached her side, she stood by the car’s door, breathing heavily with her eyes squeezed tightly shut.
“Grace?”
She jumped, a shriek escaping her lips. “Oh. Raven. I didn’t see you there.”
The wind whipped around, throwing her hair’s long thick tendrils around her face. An embarrassed flush tinted her cheeks, but she smiled, or tried to. The muscles quivered in her cheeks, her expression looking forced. “Is the car done charging?”
I frowned and glanced back at the restaurant, thinking of the douchebags who’d just humiliated her. My nostrils flared, the cold wind flowing into me. I was on the brink of turning back, of telling them exactly what I thought of how they’d treated her, when Grace’s hand shot out, grasping my arm.
“You heard, didn’t you?”
The feel of her hand on my arm made me pause. Steely strength ran through her grip, her clenching fingers desperate.
“Yeah, I did.”
Her chin dropped, her eyes closing again. “Can we go?” she asked quietly.
My stomach tightened, but not from nervousness. Seeing the absolute dejection on her face, and her complete humiliation and pain . . .
I wanted to step closer to her, wrap her up in my arms, and kiss away all of the hurt.
But I wasn’t her boyfriend. I wasn’t anyone important to her. I was just the guy giving her a ride, and that was it.




CHAPTER THREE



We pulled out of the charging station and merged back onto the interstate. Snow blew over the road like wispy clouds. We headed deeper into the mountains, as an overcast sky above illuminated the winding road that stretched progressively skyward.
“The weather can change on a dime out here.” Grace fiddled with her jacket’s zipper, her attention still out the window. “You can have four seasons in one day.”
I kept my hand on the steering wheel, but my gaze kept drifting her way. What those guys had said at the fast food joint still weighed heavily on my mind. “Did you grow up out here?”
She fiddled more with the zipper. “I spent my entire childhood in these mountains. I thought I’d never see them again.”
I gripped the wheel harder, wanting so badly to know what caused that catch in her voice. “So if you haven’t visited since before college, does that mean the last time you saw your parents was when you were eighteen?”
She wrapped her arms more tightly around her middle, her jacket making a crinkling sound. “I left before that.”
I frowned as we banked around a turn. All of this was new to me. Lena had told me a lot about Grace, knowing how much I was crushing for her, but she’d never mentioned anything about Grace never traveling home or that she’d left her parents’ house before beginning college. I wondered if Lena even knew that.
I slowed the Tesla, the road growing steeper and curvier. “If you left before you went to college, where did you go?”
Grace leaned forward, grabbing her purse from the floor. She pulled out her planner, a few color coded tabs sticking up from the top. Flipping it open, she extracted the pen latched to the side. “You know, I was thinking, I should keep track of what you’ve paid for on this trip and write it down. I can also keep track of the mileage and reimburse you per mile. I’d feel better if I paid my way.”
Her planner displayed lists on each page. Columns and charts, filled with her neat handwriting, made her stark organizational skills apparent. Even the lists were color coded, every dip and angle from her handwritten letters precise and clean.
I waited for her to answer my question, to tell me more about her life before she’d met Lena and my family, but her brow furrowed and she remained silent.
She held the planner up, concentrating on making her letters tiny and perfectly aligned, but I still caught how her fingers trembled, and when we hit a bump in the road, her pen waivered and a smudge of ink shot across the page.
“Shoot,” she whispered. She pulled a bottle of whiteout from her purse, carefully applying it to the smudge.
I watched the painstaking process as she meticulously worked to make her planner as orderly and pristine as possible.
“Lena told me you were organized.”
She applied another careful stroke of the whiteout. “I like things to be in order.”
Lifting her pen again, she wrote tiny numbers, and with a start, I realized she’d already calculated how much her meal had cost at lunch, including the tax.
I gripped the wheel harder as she next grabbed her phone. She pulled up her maps app and figured out the mileage from Boulder to her parents’ house.
My stomach twisted. “Grace? You don’t need to pay me back. I don’t care about the money. Please. Don’t keep track of what I’ve bought you or how many miles I’ve driven. I just want to help you get home. I don’t want anything in return.”
When I said the word home, her movements stopped. Her finger hovered over her phone’s screen as her mouth tightened. “But keeping track of things and paying close attention to how I spend money is necessary. It’s how I’ve survived.”
My frown deepened. It’s how I’ve survived.
Survived. That was an interesting choice of words.
“Are you talking about after you left your parents? Or how you pay for things now while you’re in college?”
With jerky movements, she stored her phone away before neatly aligning her planner back in her purse. Grabbing my cell phone, she held it out to me. “Should we finish that audiobook? We’ll be there in about an hour.”
Eyebrows knitting together, I begrudgingly entered my passcode, and the narrator’s voice again filled the cab. Grace settled back in her seat, her legs angled toward the window. She clasped her thin hands tightly in her lap, but her knee subtly jostled up and down, the movement tiny but noticeable.
As we wove deeper into the mountains, she clasped her hands harder and harder until the blue veins on the backs of her hands poked starkly out, reminding me of blue ropes, like a hangman’s noose waiting for an execution.
~     ~     ~
Early afternoon arrived when the GPS indicated our destination was only a mile away. Thick trees grew along the side of the road, their branches naked and bare in winter, only the thick pines’ foliage shone dark green. The rest of the land spread out before us, covered in white snow and broken up by jagged granite peaks.
I paused the audiobook, not being able to concentrate on the story anyway. Grace sat immobile, staring out the window. She didn’t seem to notice when I turned the book off.
“Are we close to your parent’s house?”
“It’s just up there.” Her voice came out in a hoarse whisper, her face pale.
I slowed the car on the narrow highway as an old metal mailbox appeared, poking out of a snowbank. The flag dangled from a broken screw. If the snowbank hadn’t supported the mailbox, propping it upright, I wouldn’t have been surprise if it tipped over. But one thing was apparent, it was the only mailbox out here.
“This is it.” Her knees pinched together as her gaze stayed trained ahead.
I pulled onto a snowy, single lane driveway that snaked through the trees. The packed snow didn’t make a sound as we trailed deeper into the woods. Nobody else appeared to live out here. I hadn’t seen another house for miles.
“Any neighbors close by?”
Grace sat up straighter but kept her attention forward. “The closest one is three miles west.”
A moment later, the trees thinned and a small house appeared. Peeling paint flaked from the wooden clapboard siding, and a sloping porch hinted at neglect. Rusty junk surrounded the entire property, and an old empty bird feeder hung from a pole, teetering against a snow pile only a dozen feet away.
I rolled the car to a stop, the motor silent. “Is this it?”
Grace swallowed, her jaw tightening. An old screen door banged against the front door, the rickety movement caught in a never ending breeze. The faint tap tap from it came through the windows.
“This is it.” Grace unlatched her seatbelt, her face pale and her hands trembling.
“Is it okay if I park here?”
Her movements stopped, her little tongue darting out to lick her lips. “You can just drop me off. If you can come back tomorrow, I’ll be ready to go.”
Before I could reply, she grabbed her purse and shot out the door. She hurried to the back of the car waiting for the trunk to open.
Reluctantly, I released it. With stiff arms, she retrieved her bag before slamming the trunk closed. On wooden-like legs, she walked carefully on the packed snow toward the front door. When her thin frame climbed the sagging steps, her hand clung tightly to her bags.
I didn’t back out. I couldn’t. It didn’t feel right to leave her here, but when Grace reached the front door and twisted the door handle, she looked over her shoulder.
Even from the distance, her blue eyes shone wide and luminous. With a pinched mouth, she nodded up the road, indicating for me to go.
Nostrils flaring, I reversed and swung back around. Through the rearview mirror, I watched her. She stood in the open doorway, watching me, as if making sure that I left.
I knew that she didn’t consider me her boyfriend and hadn’t wanted me to come along on this trip, but something about all of this didn’t feel right. It felt damned wrong.
When I pulled back onto the highway, a sick feeling rolled in my stomach. I made it about a mile down the road before I slammed on the breaks and did a u-turn.




CHAPTER FOUR



I pulled back into the driveway, the car crawling slowly up the single lane like a soldier sneaking across the battle line. The house appeared through the trees again, silent and still. Pulling forward, I parked by the old garage and cut the engine.
When I stepped out, the cold air cut through my lungs like a knife. Wind rushed through the towering trees, highlighting the vast silence. Only a few bird calls penetrated the breeze. My feet crunched into the snow as I walked to the front door. The creaking porch squeaked when my feet thudded softly on their swollen wooden treads.
At the front door, I raised my hand to knock but a sharp thud came from inside. I paused, my fist hovering over the door as I listened.
Another thud came, followed by a faint scream, then a man’s muffled yell.
My pulse leaped. When the yelling continued, I didn’t stop to knock. My hand grasped the door handle and wrenched it open. I flew into the small home, stopping momentarily when the scent of cigarette smoke assaulted me.
“What the hell?” a man yelled. He stood in the kitchen, visible through the cluttered living room I’d barreled into.
On the dirty kitchen floor lay Grace.
Blood trickled down the side of her mouth, her top lip already swelling as a bruise bloomed across her cheek.
The fire rushed up inside me, my anger making me want to burn everything in my path. He’d hit her. Within a second, I was at her side, kneeling down as she stared up at me with dazed eyes.
“Raven?” she croaked.
In the corner of the kitchen, huddled a feeble looking gray-haired woman. She had her hands over her ears as she cowered, curled up in the fetal position.
“Who the hell are you?” The man, who I could only assume was Grace’s father, loomed over us in his sweat-stained clothes. “Get the hell out of my house!”
I cradled Grace to me and stood. She clung tightly to my arms, her entire body trembling.
Her father advanced. I pushed Grace behind me, widening my stance in case he tried to swing at her again.
Her father stopped, his lip curling. Yellow teeth appeared. He pushed his greasy hair back before balling his hands into fists. We stood close to eye-level, but whereas his belly protruded from old age and too much alcohol, mine was flat and hard, thanks to the conditioning training I did daily with Jet and Jasper.
Being careful to keep Grace out of the way, I readied for a fight in case he started swinging. Her father looked down, eyeing my fisted hands.
Taking a step back, he grabbed a half-smoked cigarette from an ashtray on the kitchen table and took a drag. “Is this another one of your boyfriends, Grace?” He blew a cloud of smoke in my face. “You like sluts, is that it?”
I flinched. “She’s not a slut.”
He took another drag. “You sure about that?”
“Darren, don’t!” the woman wailed from the corner.
Grace’s father swung around, his meaty arms tightening. “Keep your mouth shut, woman!”
Grace’s mother curled into a ball again, her thin arms shielding her face.
Behind me, Grace gripped my shirt. Even though I stood in front of her, I felt her shaking. “I just want to see her,” Grace said, her voice pleading. “She’s sick, Dad. Please, let me see her.”
“She’s not sick!” Her father took a step toward Grace, but I shifted, blocking him. “She’s faking it, pretending to be sick so she doesn’t have to do any work around here, and I told you before—whores aren’t allowed under my roof so you best get out.”
“But she’s sick!”
His jaw tightened, his jowls jiggling with the movement. He paused, his head cocking. A moment passed before he asked in a low voice, “How did you know she was sick anyway?” He swung toward Grace’s mother again. “Did you call her? Is that what you did? Told your little girl to rush home because you don’t feel well?”
Grace’s mom curled more into herself, not making a sound.
Grace peeked her head out from around me, but she still held onto my shirt, her hands staying on my waist as though I was the only thing that kept her father from knocking her out. “Please, dad! Please! Just let me take her with me. Let me take her to the hospital.”
Her father rounded on us again. My pulse leaped, and my heart drummed in my chest. I shot my arm out when he made a move to grab his daughter.
Smirking, he pulled back. “Your mother’s not going anywhere, Grace.” He met my gaze, blowing smoke from his cigarette again. “Why don’t you take this hussy back where you found her, pretty boy? Sluts aren’t allowed under my roof.”
~     ~     ~
I kept my arm around Grace, making sure to keep distance from her father while I helped her out the front door. She didn’t say a word, but she held onto me, her legs giving way on the porch steps.
Supporting her weight, I wrapped my arm protectively around her shoulders and got her in the car. She folded into the front seat, her legs and arms stiff, and she didn’t protest when I buckled her seat belt.
When I stood and slammed her door, I felt someone watching me. Swinging around, I made eye contact with her father again. He stood in the doorway, watching us from the porch while taking drags from his cigarette. A cardinal trilled from one of the trees, the serene winter bird song completely out of place at this hellacious home.
I had no idea where Grace’s mother waited—perhaps still cowering in the kitchen corner, perhaps peeking through the window in the living room—but I knew she wasn’t safe here.
I debated going back inside to try and retrieve her, but I felt fairly certain Grace’s father and I would come to blows if I did that, and right now, my concern was for Grace. I needed to get her out of here.
Locking my jaw, I slid into the driver’s seat and backed out. Grace sat immobile, her body slumped to the side, as I drove us back to Casper.
It took forty-five minutes to reach town. I stopped at the first hotel I found and booked a room. Grace didn’t seem aware of me helping her out of the car and up the stairs as winter wind blew around us.
Once inside, she sat on the bed. It was only then I saw the silent tears streaming down her cheeks.
“She’s sick, Raven. Really sick, and he won’t do anything to help her.” She covered her face with her hands as silent sobs shook her shoulders.
My stomach rolled in anger. I’d never seen Grace like this before. Not broken or helpless. Never like this. She’d always been cheerful and kind, alert and on top of things. I couldn’t remember her ever not helping Lena, taking care of my sister at times since Lena could be so erratic and disorganized.
But the Grace I saw now, the Grace who sat before me, was a shell of the beautiful woman I’d been falling in love with for the past six months. This Grace was broken and battered, and I hated the man who’d done that to her.
I crouched in front of her. “Do you know what’s wrong with your mom?”
Another tear rolled down her cheek. “Cancer. My mom managed to sneak out a few weeks ago, when my father was gone on a hunting trip. She went to the hospital. They did scans and blood tests. She has stage two cancer, an aggressive kind, but he won’t let her get treatment. She called me yesterday afternoon to tell me goodbye and said she wanted to see me one last time before she died, because she knew the cancer was going to kill her.”
She sobbed again, silently, making me wonder how many years of practice she had at undetected crying.
I brushed my finger across her cheek, not even realizing I was touching her until I felt her hot flesh. A nasty purple bruise bled just below the surface of her skin, ready to bloom upward and let the whole world know that someone had hit her.
“I have makeup to cover that up.” She sniffed and wiped the tears away. “I came prepared.”
My jaw locked. “Did he hit you a lot growing up?”
She licked her lips, wincing when her tongue grazed the cut on her upper lip. “All the time.”
My stomach squeezed, and I made myself take deep steadying breaths, because all I wanted to do at that moment was go back to that god awful house, get her mother out, and then burn her father alive in that hellhole before razing the property to the ground.
Grace covered her face with her hands. “I’m sorry, Raven. I’m so sorry I dragged you into this. It’s why I didn’t want you to come.”
I gently pulled her hands away, pushing another lock of hair behind her ear. “Don’t be sorry. I’m really glad I’m here. I hate the thought of you doing this alone, and I really hate the thought of what that bastard could have done to you.”
She caught my hand, her fingers threading through mine, but then her breath caught, as if realizing what she’d done. When she made a move to pull back, I squeezed her hand, keeping it in mine.
“I want to be here with you, right now. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”
She met my gaze, tears shining in her eyes. “But how . . .” She licked her lip, then grimaced before fingering the swollen flesh of her upper lip. “But how can you want that? After what you saw? After what you heard?”
I grabbed the plastic bag that I’d filled with ice when we first entered the room and held it up to her swollen mouth and cheek. “Do you really think I’m that shallow? That I only wanted to ask you out because I liked how you looked?”
She flinched, looking down. “A lot of guys have only liked how I looked. They don’t want to hear about all the other stuff, the not so pretty stuff that comes along with being with me.”
Shame filled her words, and I swallowed tightly, remembering the guys in the fast food restaurant and how her father had called her a slut. I had no idea what Grace had done in her past or who she’d been with, but I still loved her, and I knew enough to know that she was more than an abused girl with a troubled history who apparently tried to hide all of that ugliness from the world.
If there was one thing I’d learned since joining Lena, Flint, Di, and everyone else in my family, it was that when you chose to love someone, you loved all of them, not just the pretty parts.
“Were those guys back at the fast food joint guys you dated in the past?”
She took the bag of ice from me and held it to her cheek. “No. They recognized me from . . . somewhere else.”
I swallowed, my nostrils flaring as I remembered how they’d humiliated her. “Somewhere else?”
She squeezed her eyes tightly shut before reaching for her bag. “You know it’s probably better if we don’t talk about this. I have a few things I need to schedule next week anyway, and I should check my work shifts to make sure I have the right dates and times. It’s really important to always stay on top of—”
“Grace?” I took her trembling hands into mine, pushing her purse away. “It’s okay. You can tell me what happened. I won’t judge you.”
She turned rigid, her gaze staying on the floor, but she dropped her planner and didn’t try to find anything else inside her carefully organized purse—a purse that contained all of the details about her perfectly controlled life.
It all made sense now.
Her rigid structures. Her immaculately planned agendas. A girl who had grown up in a broken home, where nothing was safe or structured, and who didn’t know when she’d be hit or battered next, wanted order and routine in her life.
She wanted to control what happened around her, because she’d never had any control.
“Grace? It’s okay.”
She kept her eyes tightly closed and swung her head back and forth. “It’s not okay. If you knew the truth, Raven, you wouldn’t want anything to do with me. I never wanted you to know about any of this, because if you did, you’d run.”
I gripped her harder, running my fingers along the backs of her hands. “I wouldn’t run, Grace. Please believe me. I won’t ever run from you.”
Unshed tears pooled in her eyes. “You would.”
“No,” I said in a firm voice. “I wouldn’t.”
She hung her head, a tear slipping out.
I moved to sit beside her and placed an arm around her shoulders, pulling her closer to me. Her floral scent wafted into my nose, and her thin shoulders folded inward under my hand. I wanted so badly to hold her and protect her, anger again rising up in me that someone had hurt her.
“Please tell me,” I said quietly.
She took a deep shuddering breath. A long moment passed, and I thought for sure she wasn’t going to tell me anything, but then she said quietly, “I moved out when I was sixteen. I couldn’t take the beatings anymore, or how my dad hurt my mom so much. I tried to get her to come with me, but she said he’d kill her if she left, and she was probably right. He would kill her. So my mom and I saved money, hiding it from my dad. It wasn’t a lot, but it was enough for me to get out of there and find a cheap place to live. I rented a room with a family in Casper and moved schools, working most nights and on the weekends to pay my bills. I thought I was doing okay. My grades were pretty good, and I was getting by. But then a few months went by, and I ran out of funds. My mom sent money when she could, but it was hard to sneak it from my dad without him noticing, and the part-time job I had just wasn’t cutting it.”
A tear fell onto her cheek, but she kept her gaze down, not looking at me. “And then I met this girl who told me you could make a lot of money really easily if you . . .” She squeezed her eyes tighter. “If you danced at this club she worked at. So I got a job there and started dancing on the weekends. It was better for school. I didn’t have to work weekdays anymore, and I made a lot of money fast. But then—” She took another deep breath. “Then guys around town started recognizing me and rumors started. It got back to my dad that I was dancing for money, except the rumors got worse, and people started saying I was doing more than just dancing.”
She shook her head, her words turning bitter. “And then one day, my dad showed up at my door. He forced his way inside and beat me so hard I couldn’t walk for two days. He told me that I was never allowed back home, that I’d shamed him and my mom by being a whore.”
She blinked rapidly, but the unshed tears fell from her eyes. “But I never did that. Not once! I was a stripper throughout the rest of my high school years, but as soon as I got accepted into college at Boulder, I left that life behind me, and I haven’t looked back. I haven’t danced since I was eighteen, and I never want to do that again. I’d rather die than do that again.”
A deep, uneven breath lifted her shoulders. She kept her face down, her chin quivering. “And I totally understand if you want nothing to do with me now. I’m not clean, Raven. I’m tainted and broken. You deserve someone better than me.”
“You’re wrong, Grace. It doesn’t change how I feel about you at all.” I gripped her shoulders tighter. “It only makes me angry that your parents did that to you. You never should have been put in that position. You shouldn’t have had to sell your body to pay for housing and food. Your parents should have taken care of you.”
Her lip quivered, another tear falling onto her cheek. “You really don’t think of me any differently?”
“No.” I squeezed her more. “Not at all. If anything, I admire you. You’ve come so far even though you’ve been through hell and back. You’re incredible. I don’t know how you don’t see that.”
She began crying in earnest then and sagged into me. I wrapped my arms around her, loving the feel of her body against mine and the soft way she melted in my arms. But my anger didn’t abate. Rage poured through my veins at what her father had done, but I kept it firmly bottled inside me so she wouldn’t sense it.
I smoothed back her hair and ran my hand up and down her back. She shivered and tucked her head under my chin.
“I think you’re incredible too,” she said softly. “I’ve always thought that, but I thought you didn’t like me that way.”
I scoffed, nearly choking. “Are you kidding me? I’ve been trying to work up the guts to ask you out for six months.”
“You have?”
I laughed, then groaned. “If you only knew.”
She laughed quietly, but then moaned and fingered her lip. Another drop of blood came away on her fingertip. Her laugh stopped as she stared at the crimson bead. “But what about my mom? I can’t leave her with him. He’ll let her die.”
My jaw locked as my hand moved up and down her back. “Then we’ll go get her. We won’t leave her there.”
“But how? He’ll kill her if she leaves. I know he will. Otherwise, she would have run away with me when I was sixteen.”
The fire swirled inside me, my anger making it hotter. “We’ll find a way.”




CHAPTER FIVE



The sound of running water came from the bathroom as Grace showered. Even though it was early evening, fatigue had lined her face. I’d encouraged her to shower and settle in for an early night, and considering she hadn’t argued, it seemed she agreed.
I paced our small hotel room, the constant trickling water in the background. I’d promised Grace we’d find a way to help her mom, and I intended to keep that promise. Now, it was a matter of figuring out how we helped her, but to do that, I needed my family.
I pulled out my cell phone and called Di, my pace increasing. She answered on the second ring.
“Raven, how’s the weekend going?” She sounded cheerful and optimistic, neither traits I equated with my big sister, which meant she was anxious about how things were going for me.
“Not good, but it’s not why you think.” I explained as quickly as possible what had happened at Grace’s house, and how she’d kept her abusive past hidden from all of us, including Lena. However, I didn’t divulge that she’d been an erotic dancer. I wasn’t sure if Grace wanted anyone else knowing that.
“She moved out when she was sixteen, and her father beat her growing up?” Di’s voice tightened. “Are you serious? That bastard!”
“I know. Trust me, I know. I’m trying to keep control of myself right now because all I want to do is burn that motherfucker.”
“You can’t, Raven. You need to keep your power a secret.”
“I know. I didn’t say I was going to do anything. I just want to.”
“So where’s her mother at right now?”
“Still at their home. Last I saw her, she was huddled in the kitchen corner. I imagine her dad beat her after we left, because Grace’s father learned that she contacted Grace and told Grace she was sick. He’d forbidden her from doing that.”
A sound of disgust came from Di. “We need to get her mom out of there. Have you called the police?”
“No. Grace won’t let me. She said her father would kill her mother if she went to the authorities, and given what I saw today, I believe it.”
“Where are you right now?
“Some hotel in Casper.” I grabbed a hotel pen from the desk and read off the hotel’s name. “We need to get her mom out of there, if you know what I mean.”
Her voice turned grim. “If the police aren’t an option, and Grace is certain her father will kill her mother if she tries to leave, then you may be right. I’ll call an emergency family meeting right now. You can expect at least a few of us up there by tonight. We’ll figure something out. Just don’t go anywhere, okay?”
The shower turned off, leaving the room quiet. Grace would probably be out in a few minutes. “I won’t. We’ll stay here.”
“Good. We’ll see you soon.” With that, she hung up.
 
~     ~     ~
“I don’t think I can eat.” Grace picked at the pizza I’d ordered for dinner. We sat cross-legged on the bed, a pizza box open in front of us. Canadian bacon and pineapple covered the large pie, the doughy fragrance filling the room. “But thanks for ordering my favorite toppings.”
“That’s okay. We can always save it. If you change your mind, you can have it later.”
She nodded solemnly, and I stowed the remaining pieces on a paper plate before placing them in the mini-fridge.
Damp hair trailed in soft tendrils down Grace’s back as she picked at a thread on the bedspread. The bruise on her cheek bloomed darker, and her lip puffed outward, still swollen, but it was better than it had been previously, thanks to the ice.
“Is your family really coming up here to help?”
It was on the tip of my tongue to correct her and say our family, but I didn’t. Even though I considered Grace part of our family, she still had an estranged blood family and a mother that she wanted desperately to help.
“Yeah. Di, Flint, Lena, Jet, Jasper, and Edgar are all coming. They should be here any minute.”
Grace stopped picking at the thread and wrapped her arms around herself. “Do you really think they can help my mom?”
I thought of the twins’ ability to manipulate thought patterns, how Edgar could control minds if he chose too, Flint’s strength and speed, and Lena’s ability to harness auras from living things and turn those auras into workable energy. “Yeah. I’m pretty sure they can help.”
A sharp knock came on the door. Grace jumped, a look of terror filling her face. I placed my hand on her knee. “Don’t worry. It’s probably just them.”
She grabbed my hand, her grip clawing into me. “What if it’s my dad?”
The knock came again.
I squeezed her gently. “I’ll check before I answer.” I strode to the door and called loudly, “Who is it?”
“The asshole exterminators.” Jet’s muffled response came through the door.
Grace’s tense lips relaxed, and her mouth curved upward in a smile before she laughed softly.
I unlocked the door and swung it open. A burst of winter air blew into the room. Outside, snow flew through the dark night sky.
Lena barreled inside, her long curly red hair flying behind her. The second Grace saw her, Grace burst into tears.
Lena whipped off her jacket, throwing it to the floor. She had her arms around Grace, pulling her into a fierce hug, before I could blink. The two best friends hugged tightly, and Grace’s head dipped as she buried her face in Lena’s shoulder.
“I didn’t even know!” Lena squeezed her eyes shut. “Oh my gosh, Grace. How come you didn’t tell me? How come I never knew about this? I’m so sorry that you went through all of that!”
Grace clung to her as the rest of my family entered the room. I closed the door behind them, engaging the lock. Everyone wore winter coats, and each slid them off, throwing them on the free bed.
Flint and the twins’ large builds filled up the space. Each of my brothers wore angry or indignant expressions.
“Where’s dear old dad?” Jet asked as Lena continued to murmur things to Grace.
“Still at the house Grace grew up in,” I replied.
Di crossed her arms. She wore a thick black sweater and black skinny jeans. Her gaze narrowed when she got a look at the bruise on Grace’s face. “Good thing you got her out when you did.”
Edgar hung near the door, a nervous expression on his face. Considering he’d chosen to join us, I could only assume he intended to help.
I clapped him on the shoulder, offering him a smile. All he managed was a curt nod. I wasn’t surprised. The last time he’d used his mind control powers had been six months ago to help Jacinda and Luke rescue their babies from Albert Darlington, and it had taken two months before he started acting somewhat normal again. I hoped whatever was to come wouldn’t be a repeat of his regression.
“Thanks for coming,” I said to him.
Edgar dipped his shaved head and shoved his hands into his pockets. “Grace deserves to be treated better.”
My jaw tightened, the fire inside me building again. “She certainly does.”
Flint, the twins, Di, Edgar, and I all stepped out of the room to give Lena and Grace some privacy. “Are you guys staying here for the night?” I asked in the frigid cold outside.
“We might as well book rooms. I imagine we won’t do anything until tomorrow.” Flint pulled out his wallet. “Lena and I can share a room.”
“I’ll room with his ugly mug,” Jasper hooked a thumb at his brother.
Jet laughed.
“And I’ll room with Di,” Edgar said, still wearing that apprehensive expression.
The six of us headed for the check-in counter. Everyone booked rooms and got their keys. By the time we returned to the room I shared with Grace, nearly twenty minutes had passed.
I grasped the door handle, then paused. It suddenly occurred to me that Grace may prefer to share a room with Lena, feeling more comfortable with her best friend than me. My heart sank. As much as I wanted to be with Grace, be close to her and keep her safe, that may not be what she wanted.
Vowing to ask her before everyone turned in for the night, I slid my room key through the card reader as snow danced around us.
I opened the door to see Grace and Lena on the bed, facing one another and holding hands. Blotchy skin lined Grace’s cheeks, but a smile lifted her lips. A laugh came next after Lena said something quietly.
Just the sight of Grace’s returning joyfulness created a lightening inside me. Never had I felt so grateful for Lena than I did at that moment.
“Hey,” Grace said when she saw me. The six of us shuffled inside, closing the door behind us.
My heart beat harder at the sound of her voice. “Hi. How are you feeling?”
“A little better.”
Jet and Jasper launched themselves onto the bed by Grace and Lena, bouncing it. Grace giggled again, but Lena swatted Jet in the arm. “You trying to bounce us off?”
Jet raised his hands in surrender. “Who? Me?”
Grace laughed again, but her gaze strayed back to me. She smiled in my direction.
My heart beat harder.
“All right, let’s all take a seat and figure out what we’re going to do.” Di pulled out the chair by the small desk. Flint and Edgar took the other queen bed, Flint’s dark eyes twinkling when he caught Lena’s attention. Outside, the wind continued to howl.
“So your main concern is that your dad will kill your mom if she tries to leave?” Di asked bluntly, getting right to the point.
Grace sobered, her smile vanishing. “Um . . .” She took a deep breath. “Yeah. I know he’ll kill her.”
Flint leaned back on his elbows. “So we basically need to get her out of there alive and keep your dad from coming after her.”
Grace nodded. “I know if my mom could leave safely, she would, but she’s too terrified of my father.”
“So that’s easy,” Jasper chipped in. The dark-haired, blue-eyed twin sat up straighter on the bed by Lena. “We manipulate his thoughts so he doesn’t get aggressive, your mom leaves, and boom, problem solved.”
Di arched a midnight brow. “But how do we keep him from trying to find her after we leave?”
Edgar swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “I can help with that.”
The entire room fell silent. Grace’s hand came to her throat, her eyes moistening again. “You would really do that, Edgar? For me?”
Edgar dipped his head. “Of course I would, Grace. You’re family.”
I squeezed Edgar’s shoulder from where I stood near the wall, as another tear slipped onto Grace’s cheek. Lena grabbed her hand, and Grace’s head dipped, her chin quivering. “I don’t know how to thank you all. I . . .” Grace sniffed. “For so long, I’ve been on my own. I’ve never really had a family to support me, not really.”
Lena rubbed her hand, and I came to her side, sitting beside her. I placed an arm around Grace’s shoulders. “We’ll be your family. For as long as you’ll have us.”
She lifted her shining eyes, filled with unshed tears. “I’ll take you forever.”
My stomach tightened, my heart beating erratically. While I knew she was probably referring to my entire family and not just me, I couldn’t stop my hopeful feeling. With her large luminous eyes, bruised cheek, and swollen lip, she looked so vulnerable. I vowed then and there to protect her for the rest of my life. As long as she wanted me, I wasn’t going anywhere.
~     ~     ~
“All right then.” Di stood from her chair after we’d worked out the details of how we’d approach the house and get Grace’s mom out. “We should probably all turn in since we’re heading over there first thing in the morning.” She nodded toward Grace, whose eyes kept drifting closed as she leaned into my shoulder. Even though it was only nine o’clock, it was obvious Grace was exhausted.
Di didn’t need to say anything else. Everyone stood and slipped into their coats.
I nudged Grace gently, wanting so badly to stay with her, but wanting more to do what was best for her. “Did you want me to stay with you tonight, or would you prefer Lena? I can room with Flint if you want.”
Grace lifted her head, her eyes hooded.
God, she’s so beautiful.
“I . . .” She licked her lips. Thankfully, another round of ice had reduced her swollen lip even more. “I’d rather stay with you.”
My chest swelled, my heart thumping.
“And that’s our cue to leave.” Jasper made a motion toward the door. “Come on, guys and gals, give these two some room.”
Grace’s cheeks flushed. She gave Lena a hug goodbye, then the door latched with a click behind everyone. Finally, we were alone in the room.
Nervously, I swallowed, feeling like a teenager. Rubbing the back of my neck, I hoped she wouldn’t detect how jittery I felt. I’d been with women before, something my family didn’t know about, but I’d never been with a woman who I loved. And the effect that was having on me nearly did my head in, but I wasn’t so stupid to believe tonight would come to anything. Grace had been attacked today. Sex was probably the furthest thing from her mind.
I waved at the bed by the window. “I can take that one if you want.”
Grace stepped closer to me. She lifted her luminous eyes and placed her hands on my abdomen. My heart pounded at the soft feel of her. “I’d rather sleep next to you.”
Um . . . or not.
My mouth went dry. Her shoulders rose and fell with every breath, a questioning look in her eyes, as her breasts strained against her shirt. My stomach tightened, and I cleared my throat, trying to stop how aroused I was getting. I knew she probably wanted me to hold her and nothing more than that, but damn, that would be hard. I’d been fantasizing about her for months.
“Yeah, okay,” I managed.
We both changed and got ready for bed. Grace’s slim legs kept demanding my attention as we brushed our teeth, but she winced a few times when she jarred her cheek, and that was enough to stop my meandering thoughts.
But when she left the bathroom to pad back to the bed, a view of her shapely legs and backside shone in the mirror. In short shorts, and a long-sleeved top, she looked sexy as hell. Her legs looked like they went on forever, and with her long blond hair drifting down her back, and her pert breasts visible through her top when she turned to slip under the covers. . .
Another burst of arousal shot through me.
I forced a ragged breath. Deep breaths, Raves. Deep breaths. Now is not the time to make a move.
She switched off the light and waited for me. When I slid in next to her, she scooted over, giving me room.
I took that as a hint that she only wanted to sleep. Still, her scent lingered near my pillow and the warmth from her body beckoned me. I fisted my hands, making myself stay still.
Rustling came from her side, then her soft voice. “Raven?”
“Yeah?”
“Do you want to come closer?”
Hell yeah. I cleared my throat. “Is that what you want? I don’t want to pressure you.”
A moment passed, and my stomach tightened again.
“Yes. That’s what I want.”
I moved closer to her, the mattress dipping under my weight, then pressed my body flush against hers. I tried to stop my erection, but the feel of her pressed against me, and her floral scent that made my head spin . . .
“Shit,” I whispered.
“What’s wrong? Are you okay?”
I shifted an inch back, hoping she didn’t feel just how okay everything felt. I cleared my throat. “Yeah. Totally fine.”
She rolled over to face me. In the dim light, penetrating the curtains from the parking lot, her eyes looked dark. “Is it okay that we’re sharing a bed?”
“Is it okay?” I scoffed. “Um, yeah, it’s more than okay.”
She dipped her head, suddenly looking shy. “Did you mean it when you said you’ve been wanting to ask me out for six months?”
“I meant it.”
Her lips parted, and her sweet breath puffed toward me.
My erection tightened more. “I just don’t want to pressure you. I’m trying so hard right now to not be turned on.”
She pulled her lower lip into her mouth, and that damned little tongue poked out to lick her lips, tormenting me again.
“I’ve never felt pressured by you,” she whispered. “I feel so safe with you, Raven.”
I swallowed tightly, that declaration meaning more to me than a hundred blow jobs. “Good. I want you to feel safe with me. I would never hurt you.”
“I know.” She glanced up, her gaze dipping to my lips.
My heart pounded harder.
“Which is why I want to do this.” She pressed her body against mine again, her lips finding my mouth.
For a brief second, I pulled back. “Your injuries—”
“I don’t care.” She threaded her fingers through the hair at the nape of my neck, kissing me more.
I tried to be gentle, but her tongue found its way into my mouth, and her scent flooded my senses.
I pulled her tighter to me. She moaned, and my hands roamed up and down her back, relishing every soft curve and smooth muscle. Her arms entwined around me, her fingers lightly caressing my back, sending tingles down my spine.
“Raven,” she whispered. Another moan came from her.
I threaded my fingers through her hair, the texture soft and thick. She tasted so freakin’ good, better than I’d dreamed of.
She shifted, the mattress dipping, and my erection sprang forward, pushing against her. When I realized that happened, I went rigid.
“Shit.” I pulled back, my hands shaking I wanted her so badly. “I’m sorry. I meant for this to be gentle and slow. I didn’t want to rush you. I wanted to—”
“Raven. It’s okay. You’re not rushing me, and we’re not doing anything I don’t want to do.”
“You’re sure?”
“I’m sure.”
I pulled her closer to me again, loving the feel of her soft breasts pushed against my chest. I pressed my lips against her neck, inhaling her scent. “I’ve been wanting to do this for forever.”
She shivered. “Me too.”
I growled and nipped her skin, loving how that elicited another shiver from her. “But I mean it that I don’t want to rush you. I want to take this slow and get to know all of you before we—” I let my sentence hang.
Her head dipped, and if I didn’t know better, a flush stained her cheeks. “That’s fine, cause I’ve never, um . . . I mean, plenty of guys tried to sleep with me, but I’ve never actually . . . done it.”
My eyebrows shot to my hairline. “You’re a virgin?”
She cringed. “Don’t bring it up. Please. I just couldn’t, not with other guys, after . . .” Her tone dropped, her voice quieter. “Those two years when I danced, they really messed me up for a while. I didn’t trust anyone, and I didn’t want to throw myself at a guy just ’cause he gave me attention, so I just—” She shrugged. “I don’t know. I kinda shut myself off from men. I think it was a survival instinct, like it was the only way I knew how to protect myself.”
I tilted her chin up and brushed a finger across her uninjured cheek, my movement tender. “You’re quite possibly the most incredible woman I’ve ever met. You don’t need to feel embarrassed, Grace. You never need to feel embarrassed with me. I love it that I’ll be your first.” And hopefully, your last.
Her chin quivered. “Why are you so good to me?”
“Because you deserve nothing less.” I pulled her into the crook of my arm, loving the feel of her against me. “I want to make you mine, and I intend to after this all blows over, if you’ll let me.”
“I’d love that, Raven. You’re the first man I’ve ever wanted.”
“Good. ’Cause I’m not letting you go.”




CHAPTER SIX



I fell asleep to the feel of Grace’s hair tickling my chin, and the sound of her soft breath puffing against my neck. I couldn’t believe how lucky I was. That a girl as amazing as her wanted me.
Dreams filled my sleep that night of a beautiful woman wrapped in an ugly world. I wanted to save her and cherish her. Her lips were like raspberries, tender and sweet. I wanted to kiss them and suck on them, never letting her go.
A shrill sound penetrated my dream, those juicy lips fading. A phone was ringing, then a frantic voice, then someone shaking me.
“Raven! Raven wake up!”
But those sweet lips in my dream called to me and begged me to stay asleep.
“Raven!”
The yell jolted me upright. Grace’s soft hands wrapped around my shoulders, her jumbled words penetrating the darkness.
“My mom! My mom just called! She’s leaving! Hurry! We need to pick her up!”
Before I could process any of what she was saying, she was bounding out of bed, throwing her clothes on and searching for her jacket. “Hurry, Raven! We need to go!”
I flipped the light on by the bed, rubbing my eyes, my brain still thick from sleep. “Go? Now?”
“Yes! Now! She’s running away on foot. We need to find her!”
Her panicked words penetrated the fog in my mind. Pushing myself upright, I slid out of bed and grabbed my clothes from yesterday. Grace was already at the door opening it when I stumbled out after her.
A bitterly cold night assaulted us. A pitch black sky covered a vast ceiling of nothingness above as snow flew in the parking lot lights. I hefted the collar of my coat up and made sure Grace got into the passenger side of my car before dashing around to the driver’s seat.
Her chattering teeth greeted me when I slid inside.
“Hurry, Raven. Please hurry.” She sounded close to tears.
I started my car, turned the heater on full blast, and backed out. “It’s okay. We’ll find her.”
Grace covered her face with her hands. “What if she freezes to death? She said she was only grabbing a jacket because she had to hurry. She was too afraid my dad would wake up and find her if she took clothes from the dresser, so she’s still in her pajamas and walking alone at night. Someone could hit her on the road. It’s slippery and dark, and then—”
“We’ll find her.” I placed my hand over hers and squeezed. “Can you call her again? See where she is right now?”
“No. She had to leave her cell phone behind. My dad tracks her movements, so if she took it, he’d know where she was.” She clung to me, her thin fingers digging into mine.
I let her hold my hand while we drove out of town, heading west toward the mountains, the car’s headlights cutting through the snow like a tunnel.
The late hour, slippery roads, and pitch black surroundings made for a tumultuous drive as I did my best to keep Grace calm while keeping the car in our lane. Nobody else ventured on the roads, luckily, but patches of black ice meant I couldn’t drive too fast for fear I’d lose control.
It occurred to me twenty minutes into the drive that I should call my family and tell them what had happened. I called Di first, then Flint. Neither answered. Next, I tried Lena, Edgar, and the twins. Nothing.
Their ringers are probably off. Most of us slept with our phones on silent. Shit. But I kept my concerns to myself. The last thing Grace needed was something else to worry about.
“What if we don’t find her in time? What if he finds her first?” Grace asked the questions over and over, not hearing my responses and reassurances.
My heart pounded, my teeth grinding. The fire rose in me again as my rage burned.
With each mile that passed, the snow grew heavier. Even though Grace clung to my hand like a lifeline, I had to pull back and put both hands on the steering wheel as the narrow highway curved. I anxiously eyed the car’s battery again and again. We were running dangerously low on battery juice.
Flying snow filled the windshield, but we both kept our eyes peeled the closer we got to Grace’s childhood home. About two miles away from it, Grace jumped in her seat, pointing through the windshield. “There she is!”
A figure walked slowly and stiffly on the side of the road, thin pajama pants billowing around her legs. A hood covered her face, but from her thin frame and folded posture, I knew it was Grace’s mother.
I pulled over, and we jumped out. The bitter wind cut into my face like a thousand needles. Using the car’s headlights to illuminate the side of the road, we raced on unsteady legs toward her, both of our arms out for balance as we tried not to fall.
“Mom?” Grace grabbed her in a hug when she reached her. “Mom? Are you okay?”
Grace’s mother groaned, and she stood stiffly, her arms staying at her sides. Her teeth chattered as the wind howled. Blue lips caught my attention when she lifted her chin. The woman was freezing to death.
“G . . . Gr . . . Graaaace?” she managed through her chattering teeth.
My breath sucked in when the headlights revealed her features. Dried blood and fresh bruises covered her face. One eye was swollen completely shut.
“Yeah, it’s me, Mom. It’s really me.” Grace put her arm around her mother, but her mother struggled to stay upright. She’d already been out in the cold for at least an hour, and her body refused to bend, not to mention, she’d taken a horrific beating. It was amazing she’d been able to walk at all.
“He’ll kill me, Grace, if he gets to me.”
Grace squeezed her shoulders gently. “I know, Mom. We won’t let that happen, but come on, we need to get out of here.”
Her mom took a step, hobbling, and nearly fell.
“Let me carry her.” I moved to her mom’s other side.
When I scooped her into my arms, she cried out, making me wonder if she had more injuries than just a battered face. I walked carefully down the side of the road to the car, my shoes slipping at times on the icy road.
Grace murmured soothing words and calm reassurances to her mother over and over, tears making her voice thick. “You can come live with me in Colorado, Mom. You can stay at my apartment, and we’ll be able to spend time together again. We don’t need to be afraid anymore. He can’t hurt us now, and we—”
The sound of a revving engine cut through the night. A huge truck rounded the bend in the road farther up the mountain, no more than a half-mile away. It fishtailed around the corner like an out of control racecar.
“Oh no! Heeee’s . . .” Her mother’s teeth chattered. “Heeeee’s here!”
The truck straightened out and gunned toward us, racing down the mountain at a frightening pace, oblivious to the treacherous roads and the fact that if he didn’t stop, he’d run into and kill all of us.
“Run, Raven!” Grace grabbed my arm, propelling me faster down the mountain.
We ran side by side, the angry growl from her father’s truck growing louder by the second. Headlights cut through the air behind us. My heart leaped into my throat, and I knew we’d made a mistake.
We should have woken my family before we left.
We should have brought them with us.
We shouldn’t have done this alone.
But in our haste, we hadn’t thought ahead. We’d come on our own, and now we were alone on a mountain with a crazed madman barreling down on us in his monstrous truck.
“Get in the car!” I yelled.
Grace jumped into the back seat, holding the door open for me, just as a shot rang out. I whipped around, only to hear another shot fill the night before something hot flew past my ear.
Holy shit. He’s shooting at us!
I shoved her mother in the back seat beside Grace, focused more on getting her in the car versus trying not to hurt her.
Her mother groaned, but I slammed the door anyway and pried open the driver’s door just as a bullet hit the back of my car, going right through the panel. My heart slammed against my ribs, my stomach dropping.
Headlights from her father’s truck headed straight for us. Her father was only a hundred yards away, the engine’s roar and spinning tires filling the cold dark night, as he leaned out the window, a gun raised.
Not only was her father racing toward us in a truck big enough to push mine off the road, but he was shooting at us too.
I dropped into the driver’s seat as a shot hit a tree next to us on the side of the road.
“Stay down!” I yelled at Grace.
Since I’d never cut the motor, I swung the wheel. The tires spun, and I cursed. I tried again, but the tires refused to find a grip, moving too quickly and spinning again.
“Raven!” Grace cried from behind me. “He’s going to hit us!”
Another shot rang through the night, going wide. Move! Move! I hit the accelerator again but more carefully. The car inched forward, the tires sticking.
But we weren’t moving fast enough. Within a few seconds, her father would hit us if I couldn’t floor it down the mountain, and with how slippery the roads were, that wasn’t going to happen.
I made a split-second decision. I knew it was a choice that could come back to haunt me, but the woman I loved sat in the back of my car, screaming in terror while she clung to a mother she wanted desperately to protect.
“I’m sorry, Di,” I whispered.
I called up the fire inside me, activating the part of my brain that was dormant in others. A huge wall of fire erupted across the highway, ten feet deep and fifteen feet high. The heat and light from it licked the sky, sparks erupting into the bitter air.
Grace screamed again, but her mother must have passed out from the pain or the cold, because she didn’t make a sound.
An explosion rocketed through the night when Darren Anderson barreled headfirst into my flames. He’d been going too fast to stop.
A plume of dark smoke came next. The tires on his truck exploded, and every window in his truck shattered, as my flames consumed the monster inside.




CHAPTER SEVEN



“Oh my God, Raven! Oh my God!” Grace cried over and over from the backseat, her voice turning hysterical.
I flung the door open and jumped out of the car. With a flick in my mind, I stopped the fire. The wall of flames disappeared, leaving nothing but a burned vehicle in a heap on the road. Not even the road bore evidence of my flame since I’d hovered it above the snow and pavement.
“Is he dead?” Grace called.
I cautiously approached the truck, fearful that a blackened charred monster would rear from the seat, shooting at me again, but a new sound reached my ears, making me pause. A distant vehicle. Down the mountain, headlights from a car cut through the night.
“Shit,” I whispered. Someone was coming. I frantically looked around. How they hell do we clean this up?
I raked a hand through my hair, walking toward the truck cab again. What I’d done meant the police would be called. An accident scene would ensue. Questions would be asked.
And I’d have to answer them.
“Shit!” I picked up a jog, my heart pounding.
Grace’s father lay slumped over the wheel, his body badly burned, his useless gun lying on the passenger seat. I swallowed tightly, too afraid to touch him for fear his skin would peel away.
A groan came from him.
My breath caught. He’s still alive.
The car engine in the distance grew louder. My mind raced. Okay, play it cool. Say you came upon the accident. Say you have no idea what happened. But how did I explain Grace’s mother passed out in the back of my car? A woman who was the battered wife to the man who’d been badly burned? A woman who’d tried to escape?
I wracked my brain for ideas on how I’d get out of this mess. Howling wind surrounded me, and the approaching car grew louder. Grace had stopped calling for me from the back of my car. She’d probably heard the approaching vehicle too.
“Get down!” I called to her. The more time I had to figure out a way to explain her presence, the better.
A shiver struck me despite the adrenaline coursing through my body. It was freakin’ freezing out here. I studied her father again. Another groan escaped him. Through his charred clothes, it was hard to see the extent of his burns, but I imagined only a large trauma center would be able to help him. If they could help him at all.
I jumped on the balls of my feet, jittery at what was to come, when a thought struck me. We should call the police. It would look suspicious if we didn’t.
I whipped out my cell phone as headlights from the approaching vehicle shone just down the hill from us.
“911 operator. What’s your emergency?”
I shoved my free hand into my pocket as another groan came from Grace’s father. “There’s been an accident. A man is badly burned. It seems his truck caught on fire.”
The 911 operator proceeded to ask me questions. I cringed and hoped I was answering them in a way that wouldn’t come back to haunt me. I tried to keep my answers short, but as the approaching vehicle pulled up behind my car, all of my attention focused on that.
“It looks like somebody else has arrived,” I told the operator. “I’ll see if they can help.”
“Please stay on the line, sir. We need—”
But I hung up anyway, not wanting to implicate myself further. I jogged toward the vehicle parked just behind mine as Grace tentatively called me through the back door’s cracked window.
“Raven?” Grace said.
“Stay inside the car,” I replied discreetly.
The bright headlights from the parked vehicle shone directly in my eyes. I brought a hand up to shield my face. I had no idea how many people were in the car, thanks to the blinding headlights.
A car door creaked opened from the new vehicle, then a frantic voice cut through the night. “Raven? Are you and Grace okay?”
I nearly collapsed in relief at the sound of Di’s voice. She turned off the headlights, and I was able to see the large SUV she’d driven. Flint, Lena, the twins, and Edgar all poured out from the doors, following Di.
Di rushed toward me, her dark hair whipping in the wind as she assessed the situation. “Are you guys okay? I had a vision of you with Grace on a mountain, trying to save her mom. It was so powerful that it woke me out of a dead sleep.”
The rest of my family circled around me. Everybody appeared half dressed and wild-eyed. Lena’s hair stood up in all directions while Flint came to my side.
“I see you took care of matters on your own.” He stared grimly at the burned truck.
I hung my head. “I had no choice. He was going to kill us.”
Flint’s jaw locked, and he nodded curtly. Lena was already racing toward the back of my car, calling for Grace. The twins and Edgar all took in the scene with open mouths.
“Holy shit. How the hell do we explain this?” Jet asked.
Di put her hands on her hips. “Who were you talking to when we drove up?”
“The 911 operator. I didn’t know what else to do. I knew if I didn’t report this it would look suspicious, and I didn’t know it was you guys driving up the road. I thought there would be witnesses, so if I didn’t call, it would look—”
She raised her hand, cutting me off. “I get it. You did the right thing. We needed to call this in, but now we need to clean it up before they get here.”
Flint was already by the truck, crouching in the snow, studying the road. “There aren’t any burn marks. How are we going to explain the fire?”
Jet touched the charred hood of the truck as another groan came from Grace’s father. He jumped back so fast, I would have thought he’d seen a ghost. “He’s still alive?”
Di’s eyes widened, and she kicked into action. She was at the driver’s door in a split second, assessing Grace’s father. But after a few seconds, she shook her head. “There’s nothing I can do for him. He needs a burn center. I’ll just make matters worse if I try to help.”
“So what do we do?” Jasper asked, coming up behind his brother, his shoulders hunched up from the cold.
Di looked around the snowy narrow highway. Trees blanketed the mountain side, towering pines and skeleton-like aspens. “We need to make this look like an accident, like the truck started on fire on its own, so no further questions are asked.” She swung around to face the twins and Edgar. “Can you guys manipulate the first responders’ emotions so they don’t grow suspicious or feel that foul play was at work?”
The twins both nodded, their jaws locked as serious expressions covered their faces.
Turning toward Edgar, Di softened her tone. “How comfortable do you feel taking charge of the situation? If you’re able to make the police believe that this was truly an accident, any repercussions we could face may go away.”
Edgar’s hands shook. He stuffed them into the pockets of his jacket. “I’ll help.” Sweat popped up on his brow despite the bitter cold. “I came up here ta help, and I will.” A twinge of the fake British accent he’d adopted as a coping mechanism during his time at O’Brien tainted his words.
Flint and I shared a worried look.
Di placed her hand on Edgar’s shoulder, squeezing it, just as Lena emerged from the back of my car. She jogged toward us.
“Grace is in shock, and her mother is unconscious. Di, can you come take a look at them?”
Di nodded curtly, her dark hair swinging against her chin.
Flint stood with his hands on his hips, surveying the trees again. “If we can make a burned tree fall on his vehicle, it’s possible we can play this off as a lightning strike that caused everything.”
“How the heck do we do that?” Jet asked with raised eyebrows.
But I’d already caught onto Flint’s idea. “I can start one of the trees on fire, but I’ll need to split the tree somehow, so it looks like a lightning strike. With Lena and Flint’s help, we can knock the tree over onto the vehicle, making it look like it hit the truck and started it on fire.”
Jet took a step back, a sarcastic grin tilting his lips up. “Now this, I gotta see.”
Snow continued to fly around us as Flint and I filled Lena and Di in on our plan. Edgar stood by the side of the road, still trembling, but a determined expression locked his jaw.
I knew he hated using his powers, but once again, he’d come to our family’s rescue. As one of the three lost children buried away in O’Brien’s subterranean research lab for most of his life, he’d had more drugs administered to him than the original eight in my family. Because of that, he, Susannah, and Luke all had additional powers, but none of them were like me. I was unique in my family as I’d been born with my powers since my mother had been experimented on while she’d been pregnant.
Lena nodded her head after we’d filled her in on our plan. “Okay, yeah, I can do that. There’s a lot of energy to work with out here. Do you want to start the tree on fire, Raven? While it’s burning, I’ll start working on the base of the trunk. As it grows weaker, can you shove it over, Flint?”
Flint clenched his hands into fists. “I’m ready whenever you are.”
We chose a large pine tree, as its towering height meant it would easily fall across the road onto the truck.
“This is gonna be tricky,” Lena said. “We have to make the tree land on that truck’s hood without hurting Grace’s father further.”
Occasional groans still came from inside the truck’s cab, but they had grown less frequent. I didn’t know if her father would survive, and even though I wasn’t proud of admitting it, I didn’t care if he did.
“Let’s get this over with,” Flint said before jogging into the snow by the tree.
The three of us worked together, channeling our powers and unique abilities as we staged the accident scene. I called my flame up again and lit the tree on fire with an explosive spark, doing my best to mimic the intense heat and power of a lightning strike.
The trees around us whipped and flowed as Lena manipulated the energy fields among all living things. She’d grown incredibly powerful over the past few years. Thankfully, she was a good person who never used her powers in malicious ways, but if she ever chose to do that . . .
She’d be a force to be reckoned with.
Flint stayed at the base of the tree, being careful to avoid the showering sparks and swaying branches around him.
“Try it now!” Lena yelled.
Flint barreled into the tree, the trunk creaking and groaning. I kept my attention on the fire, carefully controlling it so it didn’t hurt anybody on the ground.
“Holy shit,” Jet whispered. “They’re doing it.”
In the distance, sirens wailed. Flashing lights appeared below the mountain.
“They’re coming, you guys. You better hurry it up!” Jasper yelled.
Concentrating more, I grew my flame as Flint again barreled himself into the tree trunk. With a loud cracking snap, the pine tree broke at the base and began to fall. It drifted to the side, threatening to land in front of the truck.
Abruptly, the tree stopped, hovering in midair. Lena stood to my side, sweat beading along her upper lip as a fierce look of concentration bloomed on her face. Flint pushed more at the base of the tree, moving it back toward the trunk as Lena groaned.
The tree shifted in midair before falling with a bang onto the truck’s hood.
I left the tree burning as the first responders arrived. The second the EMT’s jumped out of the ambulance, the twins were already at work. Docile expressions covered the three EMT’s faces, but they still went about their work. The police officer was the same. He stood by Di, asking questions, his voice never sounding curious or suspicious.
It took a while before the paramedics removed Grace’s father from the truck. Given how uneven the terrain was, an airlift wasn’t possible. Grim expressions downturned their lips as that foggy glaze coated their eyes, indicating the twins’ powerful mind manipulation.
Edgar, on the other hand, worked on the police officer. I didn’t exactly understand how his power worked, other than he had the ability to control minds. Whether he was rearranging the police officer’s thoughts, or planting staged beliefs in the officer’s mind, I didn’t know. But I did know that Edgar was our best bet at coming out of this situation unscathed.
When Grace’s father was finally in the ambulance heading back down the mountain, and as the police officer finished filling in his information for his report, we all breathed a sigh of relief. The officer said a cleanup crew would have to wait until the morning, and that he needed to get back to work and close the mountain road off until the burned tree and truck could be cleared.
We all nodded, murmuring our thanks as he left. When we were finally alone, Lena wrapped her arms around herself. “Do you think this will come back to haunt us?”
My gaze strayed to the back of my vehicle where Grace and her mother huddled down in the seat. Thanks to the twins and Edgar, neither the paramedics or police officer had ever realized they were there, and we wanted it to stay that way.
“I have no idea,” I replied grimly and crossed my arms. My fingertips felt numb from the cold. “But right now, we need to get Grace and her mom home. Her mom is badly injured, and she needs medical attention. And Grace…” My breath sucked in when I saw Grace’s expression through the back windshield.
Sheer terror and shock coated her face.
“I want to get Grace out of here. I never want her near this mountain again.”




CHAPTER EIGHT



I paced the medical wing in Father’s mansion while Grace sat at her mother’s side. The scent of antiseptic hung in the air, along with the steady beep from a machine. Grace’s mother, who I’d come to learn was named Rosemary, lay on one of the beds. A cast encircled her arm, bandages wound around her chest, and multiple cuts and bruises covered her body. Darren Anderson had done a number on her.
Two days had passed since the incident on the mountain. In all that time, Grace hadn’t left her mother’s side for more than a few minutes, sleeping on the bed next to her, watching movies with Rosemary when she lay awake, standing vigil as her mother rested.
Most would say Grace’s actions were a testament to her kind soul, but I’d noticed the fear in her eyes. I’d seen her constant glances toward the door, and the way she chronically checked her cell phone, as if waiting for a call from the hospital to say that her father had been discharged.
Anxiety pulsed from Grace in steady waves, as though she believed the only thing that would stand between her deranged father and sick mother would be her. Grace would use herself as a human shield if her father showed up, I’d bet money on it, but it wasn’t possible for Darren to hurt them now.
I’d tried to reassure Grace that he’d never bother her again, but Grace was too scared that her father would find them even though he currently lay in a burn unit at the University of Colorado in Greeley. He’d been flown there after arriving in Laramie’s hospital, and despite the latest medical report saying he’d lost his eye sight, his right arm had been amputated, and he’d most likely never walk again, terror still coiled around Grace, like a boa constrictor trying to suffocate her.
Anyone could see she still believed her father would return from the brink of death, but another worry tinged the back of my mind, niggling deep into my subconscious every time I tried to tell myself—and her—everything would be fine.
Grace had changed. Toward me.
Since returning from the mountain, she no longer leaned on me for support, or hinted at the feelings that had bloomed between us like a fragrant rose. Whatever had transpired in that hotel in Casper, appeared to have died on that mountain along with her horrific past, and it ate away at me like a savage predator.
Still, I tried. I barely left the medical wing, doing everything in my power to make Grace more comfortable and to help Father and Di in whatever way I could. Yet despite all of that, Grace barely spoke to me.
The only silver linings were that Rosemary didn’t remember anything after I’d pushed her in the car. She had no idea that I’d started the fire. She didn’t know about my power. And so far, no further questions had been asked from law enforcement. Whatever Edgar had done to them had worked, and our family’s secrets remained safe.
Perhaps those were the only positives that would come from any of this.
I crossed the threshold back into the room and approached Grace, my feet silent on the linoleum. Her thin shoulders hunched forward as she cradled her mother’s good hand in hers. Rosemary slept, the bruises on her face like dying purple pansies.
Grace’s alluring scent fluttered to my nose when I crouched at her side. Outside the sun shone on the lawn’s white snow as another afternoon began, bright sunlight flooding the room through the windows.
“Are you hungry?” I asked her quietly. “You missed lunch.” I raked a hand through my hair, trying to hide my trembling fingers.
A wooden smile lifted Grace’s lips. “I’m okay, but thanks for asking.” She looked down, playing with her fingers.
“Um, sure. Okay. If you need anything, just let me know.”
Her jaw tightened, but she didn’t reply. However, she angled her body more toward her mother, her shoulders now like stiff boards versus a folded card.
Swallowing the pit in my stomach, I retreated to the hallway and walked the length of the medical wing again. I’d walked it so many times today, I’d lost count.
Not for the first time, I wondered if Grace was okay with how we’d handled her mother’s care. It was the only explanation I could come up with for the shift in her behavior. Because extensive injuries plagued her mother, both Di and Father had suggested it be safer to treat Rosemary at home. Hospitals asked questions when battered women arrived in the ER, and right now, questions could lead to our demise.
According to Father’s medical scans, Rosemary suffered from a concussion, multiple rib fractures, a broken radius, and numerous deep tissue injuries. The cold had also wreaked havoc on her frail body. Two toes still healed from frostbite, and burned skin covered her cheeks. Weeks of recovery laid before her, not to mention, the cancer still ate away at her body. Her treatment for that hadn’t begun, and the clock was ticking.
But when that decision was made to treat Rosemary at home, Grace wasn’t consulted. As usual, Di took control, calling the shots as she saw fit—and I had agreed, going along with her plan.
I sighed heavily. Since two days had passed, and Rosemary was improving, no further discussion had been had on the matter. I could only hope that Father and Di provided Rosemary with the best care possible. Otherwise, I had a feeling Grace would never forgive me.
“Hey, Raven.” Lena’s cheerful voice carried from the end of the hall. She sauntered toward me, her wild red hair flying around her shoulders.
“Hi.” I nibbled my finger again, not breaking my stride.
She stepped in front of me, hands on her hips, halting my movements. “What’s up? You look pretty miserable, and your eyes . . .” She forced a smile. “Well, they’re kinda blazing.”
I hadn’t bothered with contacts that morning. What was the point when Grace and my entire family knew about my power? And I was careful. I only entered Rosemary’s medical room while she slept. Although, without the contacts, any deep emotion I felt was alight for the world to see. Maybe I should have worn them.
“It’s nothing. I’m fine.”
Lena rolled her eyes. “You know sometimes, you remind me so much of your brother, I could throttle you. It’s pretty obvious everything isn’t fine. What’s going on?”
I leaned against the wall, shaking my head. A moment passed, and I finally replied quietly, “I don’t know what’s going on between me and Grace. Ever since the episode on the mountain, she hasn’t really spoken with me, she’s not eating much, and every time I try to reassure her that everything will be fine, she just gives me a blank look. I thought I’d done the right thing by stopping her father when he barreled toward us in his truck, and then bringing her mother here so Father and Di could care for her, but now, I’m not so sure. I never even asked her if she was okay with any of that. I just made the decisions for her.”
Lena frowned and stepped closer, her voice growing quiet. “You saved her life, Raven, and her mother’s. If you hadn’t used your fire, her father probably would have killed all of you, and you know Di and Father are really talented when it comes to medicine. They’ll take good care of her.”
A memory of Grace’s father careening around the road, heading straight for us, flashed through my mind. “Maybe. But what if Grace doesn’t see it that way?”
“Have you asked her?”
“She barely talks to me. How can I ask her?”
Lena’s eyes softened. “You just ask her. Look, I’ll go and sit with her mom and tell her to take a break. How about you talk to her and sort a few things out, ’cause if there’s one thing I know, Raven, it’s that you both care for each other. I’d hate to see a relationship between you wrecked, before it ever had a chance to begin.”
~     ~     ~
Grace sat at the island in the kitchen, a steaming mug of tea in front of her. Outside, a blue sky stretched across the horizon. Lena had worked her magic again, convincing Grace to take a break. I figured each girl had best-friend super powers. Between their whisperings and dipped heads, I never knew what they talked about, but each seemed to be able to convince the other to do things that no one else could.
“Do you . . . uh, want to go for a walk outside?” I cupped the back of my neck from where I stood on the other side of the island.
Grace’s attention fluttered to my arm, her eyes widening the slightest bit. My bicep had bulged from the movement. A brief flare of hope burst inside me, but Grace quickly looked away, pulling her lip into her mouth.
I let my arm fall. Maybe it was too hopeful to think she’d been checking me out.
“I should get back to my mom. Lena probably has things to do, and my mom—” She slid off her stool, her half-drunk tea forgotten. “She’s probably going to wake up soon. It’s best if I—”
I moved around the island in front of her, cutting her off. I placed my hands on her hips before I realized what I was doing. “Don’t go. Not yet.”
She squeezed her eyes tightly shut.
It felt like someone punched me in the gut. I stepped back, my hands falling, but I couldn’t stop my quiet plea. “Please, Grace? Just go for a quick walk with me, then I’ll leave you alone if you want. I’ll stop bothering you if that’s what you wish.”
She studied the floor, her toes wiggling. Her breath hitched, but she finally nodded. “Okay. Let me grab my coat.”
She scurried from the kitchen, and my stomach twisted into knots. Moving into the living room where the door to the patio waited, I threw on the first pair of boots I saw by the back door. They were Flint’s, so they fit, but I didn’t have a coat nearby. Pacing in front of the sliding door, I decided I didn’t care.
When Grace returned, she cocked her head. “Won’t you be cold?”
“Nah, I’ll just start a fire if it gets chilly.” Out there, on Father’s estate, he had maximum security. As long as we stayed on the grounds, no one would be able to see us.
I slid the door open, the large glass door squeaking in its tracks. Tufts of snow fell onto the rug from outside.
“After you,” I said.
Grace stuffed a hat on her head, her beautiful long blond hair trailing over her shoulders. My gut clenched. God, she’s so beautiful.
Outside, our breaths puffed in white clouds. A slight breeze blew across the snow strewn lawn. The backyard stretched to the forest. Over the past year, my family and I had spent some time cutting trails through the trees. You could walk out there for hours.
“This way.” My feet sank into the snow as we walked toward the closest trail, and I was glad Flint had left his boots behind. I couldn’t remember where I’d put mine since my mind was a wreck lately, and if I had been forced to put Edgar’s too-small loafers on, this walk would have sucked.
Grace followed behind me, her soft breathing filling the air. It wasn’t until the forest swallowed us, that the chill finally set in. With the flick of my mind, I created a fire in front of me. It hovered in the air, moving with me, warming me as we went.
Grace’s footsteps paused. When I could tell she’d stopped following me completely, I turned to face her. “Are you okay?”
Her wide eyes studied my flame. “You can really start a fire anywhere, can’t you?”
I shrugged. “Yeah.”
She watched the dancing fire, warmth emanating from it. Slipping off her mittens, she stepped closer. “It’s so warm.”
“I can make it hotter, if you’re cold.”
Her lips tilted up. “I’d be more concerned about you being cold. You don’t even have a hat on.”
I chuckled, pushing my hands into my pockets. “If I’m somewhere safe, I don’t worry about the cold too much.” I tapped my head. “You know, internal fire starter and all.”
She took a deep breath, and pulled her mittens back on. “Your family is extraordinary. Even though I know what you can all do, every time I see it, I’m still amazed.”
My breath caught in my throat. It was the most she had spoken to me in two days. I swallowed tightly, trying to get my response to the sound of her voice under control. “That’s because we trust you. We all know you wouldn’t tell anyone.”
She reached for a tree beside us, running her mittened hand over the bark. “Lena said I have a white cloud. A really long white cloud, and that was why she wanted to be friends with me.”
I stepped closer to her, loving the rosy color coming into her cheeks. “You have a white cloud because you have a pure soul. You wouldn’t hurt anybody, and you’re good, inside and out.”
Her eyes flashed to mine, tears forming in them. “Are you sure about that? I almost got you killed on that mountain. Would a pure soul really do that?” She rubbed her hand more over the bark, her movements growing faster and more agitated.
My feet crunched in the snow when I took another step closer to her. “Grace. I—”
“No.” She held her free hand up, halting my movements. “I dragged you and your family into everything from my past. I put you all in danger, and made you all fearful people would discover who you really are. How could a good person do that?” Pain filled her words, making my heart break. “Maybe I’m not as good as you all think. Maybe I’m not good at all. Maybe I’m as horrible as my father always said I was.”
“Hey,” I said stepping closer to her, my voice growing gruff. I wiped a single tear from her cheek, before it could freeze into ice. “Where is all of this coming from? You did nothing wrong in Wyoming, and you didn’t drag any of us into anything. I wanted to come with you. I’m the one who called my family. We all chose to get involved and help you. Nothing you did caused any of this. We all made our own choices.”
“But did you really? None of you knew how bad it would get, and now . . .” She dragged in a breath. “I keep thinking that you deserved better than that. That I’d acted selfishly and didn’t consider the extent that your family and you could have been hurt. That I only thought about saving my mom and wanting her to be safe with me.”
“Is that why you’ve been distancing yourself from me lately?” I wanted so desperately to wrap my arms around her, to kiss away all of the hurt and pain in her voice. “You think you’re not worthy of us helping you?”
She squeezed her eyes again, more tears spilling onto her cheeks. “Yeah. I feel awful about everything, especially everything that happened to you, Raven.” Her eyes opened, the tears in them making her irises look like sparkling sapphires. “You risked your life for me and my mom. You didn’t give your own safety a second thought, and I let you do that, without once thinking of the position that put you in.”
“Oh, babe.” I pulled her to me, no longer able to help myself. My arms slid around her waist. She resisted at first, her body staying stiff, but then she relented and melted into me. “You have it so wrong.”
“But I don’t. I’m no good, Raven. I’m tainted. I tried to tell you that I’m not like other girls. You deserve someone whole and without all of the crap that comes with being with me.”
“Just stop it right there,” I growled. Anger rose up inside me, making my hands clench her puffy jacket. “You are not tainted. You are so much more than the ugliness that is your father. Do you really think, of all people, that I’d ever judge someone for how they were raised? The man who raised me was a monster, yet my family still loves me, still accepts me. They’d never turn their back on me, and I’d never turn my back on you.”
“But you could have died, Raven! He shot at you!”
“Well, good thing for me that he was a lousy shot.”
She laughed, the sound bubbling through her tears.
I traced another finger across her cheek, my gaze drifting to her lips. Those luscious sweet berry lips. “You come from a broken childhood. That’s true, but guess what? So do I. So does Lena. So does Flint, and Di, and Edgar, and everyone else in this beautiful messy family of mine. And you know what? I wouldn’t change it. Not any of it. It’s our pasts, and our actions because of those pasts, that make us who we are today. I hate your dad. I’ll always hate him, but you’re also the person you are today because of the experiences he forced on you, and I freakin’ love everything about you.”
Her breath sucked in, her head snapping back. “You love me?”
I thumbed her lower lip. Her tongue darted out, grazing my fingertip. “Yeah. I love you, Grace Anderson. I’ve been falling in love with you for months, and this past weekend, when I saw how willing you were to help your mom no matter the cost to yourself, well, it just made me love you even more. I want to be with you. Forever. You’re it for me, if you’ll have me.”
More tears formed in her eyes, like giant raindrops before they fell onto her cheeks. “Oh, Raven. Why are you so good to me?”
“Because you deserve nothing less. And if you have a hard time believing that, then I’m going to spend the rest of my life reminding you.”
She kissed my thumb, shaking her head. “I don’t know if I’ll ever understand why you chose to love me, but I’ll take it. I’ve been falling in love with you too, and I want nothing more than to be with you, but I thought you deserved better.”
I dipped my head, her lips beckoning me. “I’m going to spend the rest of my life making sure you understand just how much you deserve this, ’cause you deserve everything and more, Grace. Everything.”
She leaned into my hand, her skin cool in the winter afternoon. “I love you too, Raven. So much more than you probably know.”
I growled, as a wave of relief and possession washing through me. Pulling her closer, I pressed my mouth to hers, kissing away all of her fear, doubt, and anxiety. Because if there was one thing I knew, one thing I was absolutely certain of, it was that other people’s sins didn’t define us. Just because Grace’s father was a monster, didn’t mean she was, and I’d spend the rest of our days reminding her of that every time she forgot.




CHAPTER NINE



Six Months Later


I studied the ring in the small box. A perfect, one-carat oval diamond nestled in the setting, a halo of smaller diamonds around it. My heart pounded, my mouth going dry. If all went well this afternoon, I was going to ask Grace to marry me tonight, and she had no idea it was coming.
I snapped the lid closed but not fast enough. Jet snickered at my side. “Are you sure that’s big enough? Chicks dig big diamonds. Like huge diamonds. You may want to return that and get the three-carat one.”
I elbowed Jet, getting him in the ribs which got a laugh from Jasper. “Grace is like Lena,” I replied. “She doesn’t care about materialistic stuff. She’s probably going to berate me for how big this one is, saying I should have bought a smaller one and given the rest of the money to charity.”
Jet opened his mouth to respond, but Flint beat him to it. “Don’t listen to these yo-yo’s. She’s gonna love it.”
A chubby toddler hand reached for me, Conroy’s wide eyes on the black box. “Preddy! Me see!”
“Now, now, little rascal. Don’t be telling your mama that Raven bought a diamond ring.” Luke rearranged Conroy, who perched on his hip, while little Emma sat on Luke’s shoulders. Luke somehow juggled two squirming one-year-olds competently, never dropping them. “She’ll probably want one too, and then papa’s gonna be out all the money he’s saving for that new flat screen.”
Emma fisted her mouth, straightening on Luke’s shoulders. “Mama. Want mama.”
Edgar reached for her, crooning to the tiny tot. “Now, you’ve done it, mate. She heard the magic word. Do you want your mama?”
Emma nodded and clapped. “Mama! Mama! Mama!”
Luke groaned. “Jacinda’s gonna kill me if we arrive early at her hair salon to pick her up. Apparently, waiting two weeks between blow-outs isn’t acceptable.” Luke dipped his shoulders and handed the wiggly Emma over to Edgar. Emma immediately began patting Edgar on the cheek with her hand.
I laughed. “If you buy Jacinda a diamond bracelet, I bet she’ll forgive you for showing up early.”
Luke planted a hand on his free hip. “Just who’s side are you on, Raves? Remember, you and Grace could end up with two little monsters like this and then we’ll see whose laughing.”
Flint chuckled. “We better get a move on. How much longer will that dose last in Conroy’s system?”
Luke glanced at his watch. “Di gave him a half dose, so we can stay out in public till six tonight. After that, all bets are off as this little bugger may change into a wolf again.”
Pride filled Luke’s words. We all knew that he loved playing in the backyard with his son after they’d both transformed. Only thing, Conroy still didn’t understand transforming in public was a risk.
Anytime Luke or Jacinda took the twins out, Di or Father would administer a small dose of Emma’s daily drug to her brother so they didn’t have to worry about him transforming in public. Emma, on the other hand, still got her daily dose since she still couldn’t control her transformations.
However, on the few times they’d tried to wean Emma off the drug, she’d showed progress which meant she could probably come off the drug sometime in the next few years.
I shoved the ring box into my pocket and clapped Flint on the back. “Wish me luck, guys. I’ve gotta pick Grace and her mom up from the hospital. I promised to help them home after her mom’s scan.”
“Is she still cancer-free?” Jasper asked.
I shrugged. “We still don’t know. Since she tolerated the chemo and radiation, the doctors are hopeful, but this scan will show if she’s still cancer-free. If she is, then she won’t need her next checkup for another three months.”
“Glad to hear it.” Flint nudged me after my hand dropped from his shoulder. “And what’s the latest on Grace’s dad?”
I scowled, as I always did anytime I was reminded of her father. “He’s still alive, and he’s still in rehab, and it’s gonna be awhile until all of his skin graft surgeries are done, but so far, other than one nasty phone call to her mom, he hasn’t bothered them. It probably helps that he can’t walk or drive.”
“And he hasn’t mentioned anything to the police about the fire you started?” Luke asked.
I shook my head. “He doesn’t remember the accident. I’m not worried about that anymore. My only concern is if he tries to go after Grace and her mom again.”
Edgar frowned. “You just let me know if I need to step in. I can help sway him to leave them alone if needed.”
I smiled, not only because Edgar offered to help with no hesitation, but also because his voice stayed even, only the barest hint of his strange accent lilting his words. “Thanks, bro. We’ll let you know if your services are needed, but right now, I don’t think he’s going to be a problem.”
~     ~     ~
I waited on the curb outside of the hospital. Through the revolving door, I caught sight of a beautiful tall girl with long blond hair and eyes the color of the sea. Beside her walked Rosemary. Grace’s mother still wore a scarf over her head, but tufts of hair had begun growing back on her head.
I threw on my hazard lights and stepped out of my new car. I’d sold my Tesla after seeing Grace’s expression every time she saw the divot in the repaired back panel. The scar from the bullet hole was still apparent despite the bodywork, and the last thing I wanted to do was remind her of her father every time I pulled up to our house.
“Hi, babe,” I said when I reached her, slipping an arm around her waist and pulling her close.
“Hey.” She tilted her head back, her lips soft.
I planted a kiss on her mouth, then turned to her mom before helping her through the door. “How did it go?”
Rosemary beamed and squeezed Grace’s hand. “Still cancer-free!”
Grace did a happy dance. “They said all of her scans are still clear.”
I grinned. “That’s great news. We should celebrate!”
Rosemary winked subtly in my direction. “I was thinking the same thing.” Grace helped her mom to the front seat, opening the door for her. “How about dinner out tonight?” her mom asked.
Grace shrugged. “Sure. Whatever you want, Mom. Do you want to pick the place?”
Rosemary shot me another covert look. “Not a problem. I’ll make reservations.”
The rest of the afternoon, the box pressed into the pocket in my pants. Several times, I took the ring out to look at it, wondering what Grace would think when she saw it. But it wasn’t until we went to the small Italian bistro that her mom made reservations at, and Grace saw the table full of my entire family, that I truly realized tonight would determine where the rest of my life went.
Grace had no idea what I intended to do, but everyone else did. And watching Grace, as she moved about the table, greeting all of my family like loved friends, while her mom beamed from her seat, I knew I’d found the perfect woman to mesh into the Fielding clan.
Grace fit with us.
She belonged.
Whether or not she knew it, she’d become a part of our family the day Lena revealed to her who we really were. It was only a matter of time before we made it official.
So when dessert rolled out, and I got down on one knee, everyone grew quiet. They knew it was coming, and my chest filled when tears rushed into Grace’s eyes.
I opened the box, the ring sparkling in the light. “I love you, Grace. I have from the moment we met, and that’s never going to stop. You’re the only woman I can imagine spending my life with, and I’d be honored if you married me.”
Tears streamed down Grace’s cheeks as her mother dabbed her eyes discreetly at my side, while my adopted father and family watched on.
A grin spread across Grace’s face. “Yes, Raven, I’ll marry you! A thousand times, yes!”
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Your next binge read awaits! This complete series is available now.
Download Compound 26 now!

In a society ruled by sanctions and curfews, Dr. Meghan Forester emerges as the youngest and most promising scientist to join the fight against Makanza—the deadly virus that’s ravaged the world.
Inside Compound 26, a giant government-controlled research facility, Meghan’s new job involves studying the Kazzies, the rare survivors who carry the virus and now exhibit supernatural powers. But as her work enfolds, Meghan’s horrified at the brutal and unethical practices the Kazzies are subjected to.
And most surprisingly, she falls in love with one.
Faced with growing conflict over helping the Kazzies versus following the Compound’s strict policies, Meghan must choose: obey the government's unethical practices or risk everything to save the only man she’s ever loved.
Download Compound 26 now!
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