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      For anyone who has ever felt like a puppet in life and fought back.

      This is for you!
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Xander

        

      

    

    
      My eyes roam over Charlotte’s lightly tanned skin as it glistens in the sunlight. She’s about ten feet away from me, knee-deep in the surf, so I can safely stare at her from behind my sunglasses without her witnessing the hunger in my gaze.

      Because it would be really bad if she did.

      Like, friendship-destroying bad.

      She can never know how I feel. I made that decision as soon as I realized I was in love with her.

      I never meant for it to happen. We’d been friends for so many years, I just figured we’d stay that way. But then I started noticing things like how her body was changing. She’d always been tall, but over the past few months, she stretched to almost my height. Since she’d been riding horses for years, her body was already muscular, but at fourteen, other things began to change, other areas that my teenage-boy eyes were now wide open to. Her shirts got a little tighter, her skirts a little shorter. And when her braces had come off right after eighth grade, damn. Her thousand-watt smile can make my knees weak from a mile away.

      The football whizzes past my head, and I dive head-first into the wet sand to catch it.

      “Are you with me? Or am I playing with myself, Xan?” Charlotte calls out, a teasing grin tugging at her lips.

      She had to mention playing with herself, didn’t she?

      I’ve been trying to think of every disgusting scenario possible since we got to the beach this morning to keep my dick from exploding out of my swim trunks. Roadkill, hair in my food, maggots on rotting meat, my grandparents fucking. But it’s hard. No pun intended. Watching her run around in that bathing suit has me in knots, and I need distractions. Lots of them.

      Playing football was supposed to be one of them.

      But I’m more focused on how amazing her body looks than her monster spiral.

      Puberty. It’s a real bitch.

      My fingers tighten around the ball, squeezing it so hard, I’m afraid I may pop it. I launch my arm back and release it into the air, watching it sail toward her and land cleanly in her arms, snug under her perfect tits.

      Lucky ball.

      I’d like to be you.

      Again, the ball flies in my direction, and this time I’m going to focus and catch it even though I’m more interested in staring at my best friend’s ass when she turns around to splash herself with the cool water. I reach out and jump into the air, stopping it with my chest before it gets away from me.

      A hearty chuckle rings out. “It’s about time you caught one!” Charlotte teases.

      “I was just warming up.”

      “For twenty minutes?” She sticks her hands on her hips, jutting one out. “So, now you’re really ready to play?”

      Uhhhh….

      More talk about playing. Jesus, I need to get behind a towel and fast before I pitch a tent in my pants.

      “I’m going for a quick swim, okay?” She waves and backs into the waves. “Come with!”

      “Yeah, I will. Just give me a second. I need a quick drink.” I need a lot of other things, too, and her head would spin off her body if she knew what they were. I back away from the water and trot toward our set-up on the beach. It’s early in the morning, the best time to get here to claim a spot. In an hour, the place will be a madhouse and people will be lucky if they can even claim a patch of sand.

      I take a long gulp of my water, letting the cold liquid put out the fires raging deep inside of me.

      This wasn’t supposed to happen.

      Not now. Not ever.

      And if she knew the person I really am, the one I’ve kept hidden, she’d take off like a shot, screaming her head off.

      Because that’s what happens when you come face to face with a monster.

      You run.

      You save yourself.

      I, on the other hand, cannot be saved.

      I turn back toward the water. The early morning sunlight glitters along the top of the waves. Charlotte’s blond head bobs in the distance, her arms flailing around. I grin and wave at her, and the thought of standing close to her in that skimpy bikini while my rogue junk is hidden beneath the waves sends me racing back toward the shore. After throwing my sunglasses onto my beach towel, I dive into the water, propelling myself toward her. I blink fast, the spray of water burning my eyes behind the sunglasses.

      “Char!”

      No response. No ‘here, turn’. No wave. No smile.

      Nothing.

      Maybe she didn’t hear me.

      “Char!” I yell it louder even though she’s close enough to have heard me the first time. My heart thuds against my chest with each lap. I close the distance between us and grab her around the waist, twisting her toward me.

      “Fuck!”

      Her once-tanned face is drained of color, her lips a sickly shade of blue. I tap my hand against her cheeks. “Charlotte!”

      Nothing.

      I look back toward the shore, but I already know the lifeguards aren’t on duty yet. We’re alone, and only one person can help her.

      Me.

      I need to get her out of here fast!

      I loop an arm around her waist, my pulse throbbing against my throat. My arm muscles burn with each stroke, my legs kicking furiously through the waves. Finally, my feet hit the shore and I drag myself onto the shore, laying Charlotte’s limp body down on the wet sand.

      Every muscle in my body tenses up as I part her lips and press my mouth to hers. I expel a few deep breaths into her before sitting back to press my hands against her chest. I don’t even know what the hell I’m doing, but if I don’t try something, I’m going to lose my girl.

      I can’t let that happen.

      Even if I can’t have her, the world still needs her.

      I swallow hard, my hands positioned against her chest. I press hard once, twice, and just as I’m about to lay into her a third time, her body jolts. I jump back, dragging my hand against her face. She coughs and sputters water, gasping for air, clutching my hands.

      My heart damn-near explodes out of my chest until her body is calm. I rake a hand through my hair and collapse onto the sand next to her. “Fuck, Char. You almost gave me a heart attack. What the hell happened?”

      She rolls over to look at me, color flooding her cheeks. “I got dragged under by a wave. Damn undertow. It flipped me all over the place. I tried to get your attention, but you were on the beach.”

      “I shouldn’t have left you alone out there,” I say through gritted teeth. “I’m sorry.”

      Charlotte leans up on her elbows, her perfect white smile gleaming in the sunlight. “Don’t beat yourself up over it. You saved my life, Xan.”

      I let out a shaky breath.

      Yeah, I did.

      But little did I know that by saving her this time, I’d give up my own in the process.
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        * * *

      

      My iPhone alarm blares, yanking me out of a fitful sleep where I came to drenched in dreams from years ago. Eighteen-year-old me really needs to get over the feelings I had when I was fucking fourteen. I scrub a hand over my face, letting out a low groan when the throbbing between my temples intensifies. I open my eyes a crack and squeeze them shut when the stream of sunlight peeking through the curtains temporarily blinds me.

      I press the pillow over my head, still haunted by the memories conjured up by my dream. Shit like that always happens after a night of drinking. My brain goes back to the days when I didn’t have to use alcohol to blunt my emotions and silence the demons.

      The days when my life was at least somewhat normal.

      Happy.

      Complete.

      It was a fucking fantasy world.

      And like all fantasies, it was ultimately destroyed by reality a year and a half ago.

      A year and a half.

      I ball my fists and slam them onto the mattress.

      Why the hell am I thinking about her again? Because I saw someone who might have looked like her at that club?

      When I walked away, when I left her house that night, it was forever.

      No looking back.

      No second chances.

      And as much as I’ve tried to forget about her, I can’t. I relive every single minute of that night, the taste of her cherry-flavored lips on mine, her soft skin beneath my fingertips, the way her body felt pressed against mine as I explored her mouth with my tongue.

      The way my heart damn-near stopped when she told me she loved me...

      Words I’d wanted to say for as long as I could remember, words I’d kept buried because I knew I could never have her in that way.

      Her father would never allow it, cocksucker that he is.

      I’d fought against all the trappings of my life for so long because of Charlotte. The expectations, the responsibilities, the havoc...I resisted it all.

      For her.

      For us.

      She kept me grounded. Centered. Sane.

      And then in the next breath, she told me she was leaving me. Forever.

      Over a year later, and I can still remember the ache that assaulted my chest in that moment, the rage that coursed through my body, the harsh reality that awaited me once I stormed out of her house.

      It turned me into the person I am today, the monster that always lurked close by, but never came out to play.

      That night, he finally broke free and he’s been running the show ever since.

      Blood bubbles in my veins as I recall the evil smirk her father flashed at me that night. He knew, that bastard. He knew what he was doing to me, to us when he booked her on that flight to London.

      He was staking his claim, protecting what was his. No matter the cost.

      And in doing so, he yanked her away from me, leaving me to sink into the darkness that loomed over me.

      She could have said no. She could have stayed here, with me!

      But she didn’t. She cast me aside to please her asshole family.

      Leaving me to do the same.

      She’d always been her daddy’s little puppet. Why did I think that would ever change?

      Ever since then, I’ve accepted my place. I stopped resisting.

      I’ve become the prick bastard everyone fears because I have nothing to lose.

      And I hate myself.

      But I hate her more.
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Charlotte

        

      

    

    
      I sniff the arm of my sweatshirt and scrunch up my nose. Ugh. I stink of airplane. My ears are still clogged from the eight-hour flight, my head throbbing. But I am finally home.

      For the first time in over a year.

      I take in the Newark Airport aroma with a long, shuddering breath as soon as I exit the boarding doors. It smells so foreign and familiar all at once.

      Tugging on the straps of my Louis Vuitton backpack, I start my journey to baggage claim. With my cell phone clutched in my hand, I rattle off a text to my mother letting her know that I have landed safely. It isn’t a surprise that she doesn’t respond right away. She is probably getting a massage or having a manicure in anticipation of my arrival.

      Because I give a damn what her nails look like, right?

      As I step off the escalator, a man in a dark jacket who is looking everywhere but right in front of him crashes into me, sending my phone clattering to the ground. It is a casualty of the airport. People are rushing in every direction trying to make flights, find loved ones, and get home.

      I am startled backwards as his almost-black eyes meet mine, the piercing gaze rooting me to the spot. They glow with an intensity that feels as if they can slice right into my soul. His wide, weathered hand rushes out, grabbing my forearm stiffly to steady my wobbling body.

      “Excuse me, miss,” he growls with a simper spreading wide across his stubble-covered face, revealing a pearly set of teeth too perfect for his scoured features. He stoops down to retrieve my phone still tightly gripping my arm.

      Taking a step back, I rip my arm out of his grasp. I smooth down my sleeve while taking a good, long look at him as he places the small device back in my hand. Tall and menacing with a jagged scar that travels from the crow’s feet next to his right eye, all the way down to his defined jawline. The pinkish gash unnerves me for some inexplicable reason as I try to wave off his innocent mistake.

      “It happens,” I offer quickly, glancing around awkwardly at all of the passersby consumed with their own agendas.

      “I should really pay more attention.” His deep, gravelly voice sends chills slithering down my spine.

      Why is he still standing here?

      He is blocking the way to the baggage claim. Taking a large step to my right, I force a smile and continue on my way.

      “Have a nice day,” he calls after me with a small wave. With one final glance backward, I catch his unwavering stare. I flip around quickly and rush toward my carousel, swallowing hard.

      People are so bizarre.

      I shake off the peculiar encounter as I make my way into the large, crowded room. Waiting for me with a colossal grin plastered on his face is the best sight for my very sore eyes. Rolland. He is holding a welcome home sign with my name on it, looking like quite the goofball. He definitely made the banner himself. It’s pink and purple with glitter all over it, and his goal was clearly to make it as obnoxious as possible to put the biggest smile on my face. Rolland is always incredibly sweet like that.

      I’ve missed him terribly.

      Hurrying into Rolland’s outstretched arms, I squeeze his broad body into mine for the first time in far too long. The only time that my parents had ventured across the pond for a visit, they traveled with other members of our staff. It was upsetting that they never thought to bring Rolland or Moira to see me, but beggars can’t be choosers.

      At least they came.

      Once. In a year and a half, my folks took the time to see their only daughter one time. That was it. They never offered to bring me home for the holidays or summers. To say it hurt was an understatement, but I knew the reason why. Xander. My father was resolved to keep me as far away from him as possible, and for a while, he succeeded.

      My lifeline had been severed when Xander cut me out of his life the night before I left.

      Not a single day went by that I didn’t think about the Iazetti boy who stole my heart and also crushed it in the same breath. I was constantly assaulted by the vivid memories of our last encounter. The pure bliss that erupted into bitterness, anger, and hate, and a final toxic farewell that tore my heart out, shredded it, and stuffed it back into my chest to flounder on its own.

      I’ll never forget that pain.

      It torments me every day, and I hate him for leaving me like that, for casting me aside like I was nothing more to him than a used tissue.

      I’m all too familiar with that kind of pain and rejection…I have my parents to thank for that.

      But Xander was different.

      Special.

      Hell, he was everything.

      Until he was nothing.

      I tried to move on. I made a few friends in London, went to parties, and even dated a bit. Nothing seemed to heal old wounds. They were gaping, oozing, festering gashes that I hid deep down under makeup, designer clothes, and a forced smile. I never spoke about Xander or that night to anyone. It was the dirty, dark secret that stayed buried in my hollowed-out chest.

      But being home in Rolland’s warm embrace brings it all back like a rushing tidal wave. That and the fact that I’m only hours away from facing everything I left behind when I roll up to Ridgeview Preparatory School to complete my senior year.

      “It is so wonderful to have you home, Miss,” Rolland says, taking my carry-on from me and slinging it over his back.

      “I’ve missed you so much, Rolland. Thanks for coming to meet me,” I reply back to him while eyeing the luggage belt filled with bags of all shapes and sizes. “I guess Mom and Dad were too busy to join, huh?”

      Rolland shrugs, pretending to stare past me at the carousel. “Your father is out of town for a meeting, and your mother—”

      I put up a hand. “Ah, let me guess. Hot yoga?”

      Rolland quirks up his lips. “Hot yoga, eyelash fill, and a facial.”

      “Busy lady.” I lift an eyebrow.

      “Busy.” He nods. “But empty.”

      I let out a sigh. If that isn’t the fucking truth. Too bad she still hasn’t learned that all of that crap won’t ever give her life purpose, that she might feel more fulfilled if she actually had a relationship with her daughter.

      A year and a half later, and I’m walking right back into the exact same life I left behind.

      Thankfully, it didn’t take long for the three matching designer bags to come around the carousel. I tried to get them myself, but Rolland jumped in front of me, grabbing them with a flourish. I can’t help but laugh at how excited he is to help me with my excessive amount of luggage.

      At least someone is excited to help me. To see me, even.

      Triumphantly pushing the cart with all of my belongings, Rolland smiles down at me. “The manor awaits, Miss Charlotte.”

      I grin at him, my eyes scouting the crowd. I’d really like to avoid someone stomping on my foot as we navigate out of the airport. I let out a loud gasp as a familiar scent wafts under my nose and dark eyes bore into me from a few feet away.

      The creeper who collided into me at the escalator.

      I quicken my steps to stay right next to Rolland, dragging my eyes away from the man whose eerie stare is now seared into my memory.
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        * * *

      

      I sit in the backseat of Rolland’s Town Car, taking in the sights. High rises and cluttered sidewalks turn into unkept lawns and dilapidated houses before we cross over the train tracks. We weave through the busy streets of the bustling town center of Ridgeview. As the sprawling lawns and castle-like mansions come into view, I finally feel like I am home.

      At least, in the geographical sense.

      It’s bittersweet. When my parents announced I’d be returning to finish my senior year state-side, I, of course, asked them why. It was a normal question, or so I thought. And like the naïve girl I clearly still am, I was hopeful about their answer. A tiny part of me wished they’d tell me their lives had been empty and meaningless since I’d left. But they, in true Hawthorne fashion, told me that they wanted me home for business reasons. Not because they missed me. Not because they wanted to have a relationship with their only child. Nope, I was an afterthought. But money? That’s always the priority, not that I understand how bringing me home could make my father even richer. They were dripping with the stuff, richer than most would have ever dreamed of being. To say I don’t get their logic is an understatement, but I was the kid and they were the adults. Whatever they say goes, and I have to just go along with it. It’s the Hawthorne way.

      Sometimes I wish my father would lose everything so he could see that what he does have...namely me...is worth so much more.

      So I was forced to leave London and the few friends I’d made. It was sad, but in my heart, I knew it was the right thing for me. I never really fit in at boarding school. I was a Yank playing make-believe over and over.

      The Town Car slowly rolls past the guard house into the long, winding driveway, the tires coming to a halt outside the front entrance.

      “We’re here,” Rolland sings out before rushing to my door to open it for me.

      I take in the sight of Hawthorne Manor, swallowing hard. It is bigger and more menacing than I remembered.

      Rolland pushes open the front door and the delicious scent of osso buco floods my nostrils as we enter the grand foyer. Moira remembered. It is my favorite meal ever.

      Someone loves me.

      My mother ambles into the marble-adorned room with a tight-lipped grin on her unwrinkled face, her arms stretched out wide.

      That face has sure been pumped with lots of filler and Botox since I’ve seen her last.

      No surprise there.

      “Charlotte,” she coos, stepping toward me. “How was your flight, darling?”

      I walk into her perfumed embrace, breathing in the sweet smell of Chanel No.5, her signature aroma. It’s both comforting and disconcerting. The smell makes me remember so many things I long to forget.

      “It was fine. Long.” I finger-comb my lengthy blonde curls to fluff them out. “Where’s Dad?”

      “He’ll be home in the morning from a business trip in Chicago. I thought it would be nice for this evening to be a girls’ night! Won’t that be fun?”

      My mother’s singsong voice echoes in the space as I sigh with relief. I don’t know if I am ready to see my father yet.

      “I should shower and get ready for dinner.” I step toward the familiar staircase like nothing has changed. Like no time has passed since I’ve been in this oppressive mansion.

      Like no time’s passed since Xander spewed those hateful words at me and stormed out of this very foyer.

      “Moira will unpack for you once you’re a little more settled.” My mother squeezes my hand before I retreat.

      It was the nicest encounter we have had in ages. Did it really take a year and a half away from me to turn her from a fembot into a real mother, the kind who can show her only daughter the tiniest bit of affection? I mean, she seemed happy to see me. The nagging feeling of the past few moments being an act floods my mind. There is something going on...something they aren’t telling me, and damn, I’d like to know what it is. Later. There will be plenty of time for investigation later. Right now, I need a scalding hot shower to singe off the airplane stench.

      And osso buco.

      In that order.

      I wander into my room, which has been completely untouched as if it was a time capsule of the last night I had spent in it, consumed with soul-crushing anger and sorrow.

      Memories of that night come rushing back. The stomach-churning realization that I lost the most important person to me in one night reared its ugly head, and suddenly, I was no longer hungry for Moira’s osso buco.

      Showering seemed like the most daunting task imaginable, but I had to scrub away the hurtful feelings and awful stench of the last twenty-four hours. I walk into the bathroom and turn on the hot water. I’ve always adored this space in my suite. It was customized especially for me. The three-jet shower that soaks my entire body perfectly. The gorgeous claw-foot tub. The little hints of pinks and gold in the off-white granite and marble that covered all of the surfaces.

      The comforts of home.

      I really should be happier about seeing my parents more than being back in my plush spa bathroom. But it is what it is. And I will take what I can get.

      As the water rushes over my pale skin, my mind wanders and my gut clenches. I don’t know what to think—how to feel—about being here again. Anger bubbles in my veins, the very thing I’d been so anxious to wash away when I stepped into this large glass enclosure.

      Well, that and the airplane odor.

      I clench my fists, letting out a screech that I know no one will hear. It’s a pathetic attempt to relieve my frustration when I really want to scream and yell at the people who caused it in the first place.

      Know your place, Lottie.

      I can almost hear my father’s condescending voice speak those words.

      Do as I say, Lottie.

      Rage courses through me, my breaths short and sharp.

      I know what’s best for you, Lottie.

      The hell you do, Dad!

      I clutch the sides of my head. They don’t give a damn about me. I was always the last person on the totem pole, the one who remained after their precious son had died in a horrific car wreck. I became the trophy daughter, the one who was only to be seen and not heard.

      Until I rattled their cage and brought home a boy whose family was the antithesis of all things Hawthorne. So to keep us apart and to keep the family name free from tarnish, they shipped me off to another country, forcing me to leave the one person who always put me first.

      How sad that I can’t say either of my parents ever put me first for anything.

      But none of that matters. Soon I will be free of this place. One more year. That’s what I have to remind myself over and over. One more miserable year and I can cut ties and move away. Somewhere. Anywhere. Just far away.

      I don’t know where I want to go, yet. But it will be spectacular because it will be my choice, my decision. The first time I can truly spread my wings and fly. Be out of the Hawthorne cage and away from all of the bullshit that comes with those terrible bars that have had me trapped for the last almost eighteen years.

      Maybe I will be the first woman to go to college to actually learn and make something of myself, not to find a rich husband. I could be the first real business woman with the Hawthorne name or even become a teacher. That would really piss my father off. I can just hear him now, yelling about how Hawthornes don’t work menial jobs. But how could molding young, impressionable minds be menial? It seems like the most noble thing in the world.

      Glancing in the mirror, I mutter to myself, “Miss Hawthorne, English teacher and life changer.” I really like the sound of that. Something with purpose. Something with substance. Something more than just living off of Daddy’s money and being a pretty face at cocktail parties.

      Don’t get me wrong, some women dream for the life I have, and I don’t blame them in the slightest. I just want it to be my decision and not because it is what is expected of me, forced on me.

      Mainly, I want to make myself proud of the life I live.

      I wrap myself in a fluffy pink towel and slump back into my bedroom. Sinking onto my plush, white and lilac comforter, I glance at the single picture frame standing on the nightstand, a selfie of me and Xander at the beach a few weeks before I told him I was leaving. I can’t believe my father didn’t insist on throwing it away when I left. Not like he ever came in my room anyway. He probably just had Moira lock it up and never thought about this wing of the house again.

      I pick up the frame and stare at it...the two bright-eyed teenagers who just finished their midterms for their sophomore year and looked ready to take on the world. It was cold out, too chilly to be at the beach. We didn’t care as we grinned like fools bundled up under thick jackets and a blanket, looking like we had it all.

      I really thought we did. And from the looks of the picture, Xander felt the same way.

      My grip tightens around the frame, my mouth twisting into a grimace.

      “I loved you,” I hiss, scowling at his handsome face. “And you left me! You threw me away just like my parents did!” I yell, throwing the frame against the wall, the glass shattering into a million shards.

      Just like my heart did over a year ago.

      I’ll never forget his words. They’ve haunted my dreams since I last saw him.

      “You were everything to me. Now you’re nothing. We are nothing.”

      I foolishly thought he’d be the one person I could always count on, the one person who’d never let me down, the person who would always be happy to see me...and to love me.

      My spine stiffens as I glare at the broken frame.

      He’s as bad as my father.

      Neither one of them give a shit about me.

      And the time that has passed has proven to me that there really is only one person I can only count on.

      Me.
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Xander

        

      

    

    
      “Listen, you fucking punk. Don’t ever try to cross me again! I give the orders, got it? You don’t do shit unless I say the word!”

      Hairs on the back of my neck prickle, my fists clenching tightly at my sides. I wanna launch one of them right at my brother Jase’s twitching jaw.

      “They’re coming, Jase. If we don’t stop it now, we’re screwed. You know what they have on us. And you know they’ll use it if we don’t end this!”

      “You take the orders, you don’t give them. I’m the one in charge here, not you. But you never seem to remember that, Xander. Maybe this time I need to show you instead of telling you.” He pokes me in the chest, narrowing his eyes at me. Eyes that spit malice and anger and disgust, things he’s made no effort to hide over the past few years.

      That’s the thanks I get for saving his pathetic excuse of a life.

      You’re fucking welcome, Jase.

      But deep within the depths I see something else lurking.

      Fear.

      At least he’s not too stupid to be scared of what we all know will become of our family if the people who killed the last boss, Massimo Lanza, infiltrate our territory. They’ve been laying low, biding their time, but lately there’s been chatter. And activity. Very dark and seedy shit that makes me painfully aware that a strike is coming. I’m surprised they waited at all since they already have all our balls in a vise. But when it does come, because there’s no way it won’t, it’ll be swift and devastating for all of us.

      “Threaten me all you want, but while you’re swinging your dick around, Moretti is getting stronger. He knows how to crush us. Why can’t you see that?”

      He shoves me backward into a wall. My shoulder slams into the doorframe, sending a sharp pain down my arm, but I refuse to flinch. Jesus, I wanna kick the shit out of him. One time is all I’d need and he’d never lay another finger on me again to teach me a lesson about respecting authority. “That club is off-limits, Xander,” he hisses, raking a hand through his hair. “Never question my decisions!”

      “When your decisions are gonna get us killed, I think I have the right to,” I growl, straightening my shirt.

      “You have no rights, understand?” He gets in real close, sneering at me. “You don’t take action unless you’re given an order. And your order tonight is to stay the fuck away from that club!”

      My shoulders quake as I try to control my breathing. “This is your fault, Jase! When are you gonna own up to it?” I yell.

      He jumps at me, clutching the sides of my shirt in his hands and pushing me against the wall with his weight. His eyes blaze, fire shooting from the depths, his face a mask of disdain.

      “You think you have all the answers, don’t you? You think because you made one decent play in this whole fucking sick and twisted game that you’re worthy of more, huh?” He shakes his head, never moving his eyes from my face. “You’re wrong.”

      He lets me go, grabs his keys and storms over to the front door, turning back to me with a death glare. “Stand the fuck down.”

      He pulls open the door of our parents’ house and slams it shut as he stomps down the front steps. I can hear the engine of his car roar to life, the tires squealing on the cement as he pulls away from the curb.

      My heart thunders in my chest. How the fuck can my father keep Jase in charge? His head is stuffed so far up his ass, he can’t even see what’s in front of him.

      Phoenix wouldn’t let this happen.

      He wouldn’t let Dad wait around for Moretti to attack.

      He’d be the one to stop it before it happened.

      And Dad would let him because he respects and trusts him.

      But me? I have no say or control. Nobody gives a damn about what I think. I’m nothing. A fucking peon who’s proven himself plenty of times, made the family a crap ton of money, and gotten shit on regardless.

      I gave up my whole life for this family. I walked away from everything good, from Charlotte, the one person I loved, and I let myself sink into this hell because it was expected. I fucking hate the monster I’ve become and the things I’ve done to get whatever slivers of respect I can in return.

      I’m sick of it.

      I despise my life, but I’m not ready to give it up because what the hell else is out there for me?

      But I’m not gonna wait around for Moretti to destroy us.

      I pull my phone out of my pocket, my trembling fingers stabbing the keyboard.

      I’m gonna fucking take care of him myself.
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Charlotte

        

      

    

    
      “So, sweetie, tell me…” My mother glances up from her plate at the other end of the long mahogany dining table. “Are you excited for your first day of school?”

      I shrug. “Sure.” I offer up the simple answer to be polite.

      In all reality, the answer is: hell no.

      “Your friends will be happy to see you,” she continues her feeble attempt at small talk with not even a hint of inflection in her voice. She is just as bored with this conversation as I am.

      What friends? You took them all from me.

      “I guess.” I slurp the last of the decadent osso buco down, savoring the last bit of comfort food. After letting the delicious flavors roll around in my mouth for a moment.

      “I have set up your riding schedule with Harper at the barn. I know that Midnight Jewel will be very excited to have you back.”

      Surprising, I am really excited to get back to riding. Yes, I hated it. Yes, it was annoying. But it was something to help me pass the time while I am back in Ridgeview.

      “Thank you. It will be nice to get back in the saddle again.” If I am being honest, I felt like I needed to find more hobbies in life, and if horseback riding was on the table, I’d take it in a heartbeat without complaint. Another opportunity for substance in an otherwise pointless life.

      Eyeing my mother, something feels off. Her skin is pale, even with all of the time she takes getting fake tans sprayed on her nipped, tucked, and liposuctioned body. Her pupils are dilated. Her head is listing from one side to the other slowly. She has to be on something.

      “Are you all right?” I am genuinely concerned. I know I shouldn’t be questioning anything. If she did take a pill or snort something up her nose, at least it is making our encounters more pleasant than usual.

      “Of course, honey. Why do you ask?” My mother bats her newly tinted eyelashes at me as a lazy smile spreads on her filled lips.

      “Just wondering. You seem a little sleepy.”

      “Just a long day.”

      What could ever be long about my mother’s day? She gets pampered for a living. Between shopping therapy and visits to the spa, Mrs. Hawthorne should be the most relaxed woman on the planet.

      Glancing over to the mantel, a familiar sting settles in deep. My big brother’s beaming face while he holds an MVP trophy is smack dab in the middle of all of our family pictures. He and I look exactly alike—same blue eyes, high cheekbones, blond hair. Just another reminder of the perfect child I would never measure up to. Fuck. I miss him. He was my only protector in that house. Charles Hawthorne’s prized son was nothing like his predecessor. My brother was warm, caring, and full of life in the best of ways. He never made me feel unwanted or not good enough.

      Forcing myself to look back at my mother, I can see her eyes turning into slits. Time to call it a night.

      “It’s been a long day. I should really get some rest.”

      “Oh, yes. Good idea.” My mother ascends from her chair. Her manners getting the better of her as I excuse myself.

      I need to get out of here.

      Moira has already unpacked all of the clothes I brought back with me. Damn, that woman works quickly. I yank a little black dress off of its hanger, dig out a pair of stilettos that make my ass look amazing, and heap on the makeup. My hair is wavy, not the normal, tight-hand curls that I preferred, but there isn’t time for all of that song and dance. I need to relax. I need to forget. Being home was worse than I thought. Much worse.

      I scroll through my phone to find a club. I don’t care about ratings. I don’t care what part of town it is in. I need one close enough that is open late on a Sunday night.

      Picking one, I request an Uber.

      Here goes nothing.

      I toss the heels, clutch, and dress down into the bush under the balcony of my suite. Some tricks never go away. Shimmying down the trellis, I successfully land like I have done countless times…just like Xander taught me when we were kids.

      Dammit!

      Xander.

      I don’t want to think about him, even if he did leave me with one skill that was useful.

      He still left me.

      It doesn’t take long to get to the club. The thumping bass breaks into my chest even before I am out of the backseat of the Uber’s Camry.

      “Have a nice night, miss.” the driver tosses over his shoulder as we pull up to the curb.

      “Thanks,” I mutter, exiting the car quickly.

      I laugh at the line. Amateurs. Pulling out my British fake ID and a large bill from my clutch, I waggle my hips up to the bouncer.

      “Evening,” I coo with my chest popping out in his face. Thank God for pushup bras and makeup. I know I don’t look twenty-two, for the most part. It is all about the confidence you ooze. I don’t even bat an eyelash as he takes out his flashlight and eyeballs my ID. It’s flawless. The best that Mommy and Daddy’s money could buy. If they only knew what I really spent my exorbitant allowance on while I was away.

      I put the Benjamin in the bouncer’s hand as he returns my ID. Lifting the red velvet rope for me, he nods toward the front doors.

      I’m in.

      I beeline through the throngs of wasted patrons, shoving my way to the crowded bar. Three male bartenders rush toward me. Shoving each other a little to try to get my drink order. The tallest and more interactive of them wins by a mile.

      “What’re ya having?” he shouts over the booming eletronica.

      “Vodka, soda, lime,” I retort while twirling a long strand between my fingers.

      Within seconds my drink was in my hand and down my throat. It is going to take a few of those to even begin to work.

      My second beverage is delivered without question. I scoop it up and turn toward the hoard of dancers grinding on one another. It was a primal mating dance. Women groping men. Men laying on thick moves trying to get lucky. It isn’t lost on me. I spent many nights just like this one alone in pubs in London. I was good at sneaking out, to say the least.

      I sway to the music, sipping this drink. The proper-etiquette Hawthorne in me winning just a little as my lips wrap around the rim of the cool glass. Chugging wasn’t ladylike. Even though I really didn’t care about what any of these heathens thought of me.

      “How’re you doin’?” was slurred in my direction countless times, but I ignored the advances. I had one mission for the evening.

      With four drinks soaking my bloodstream, I finally start to feel normal. Happy. I dance, letting my mind go blank.

      It’s easy enough to ignore the prying eyes and subtle gropes as men pass by. I don’t give a shit about them. I’m here for me. I’m here to forget. I’m here to just be numb for a little while longer. Ridgeview Prep starts tomorrow, and I need a booze-filled distraction from the asshattery of seeing my old friends and dealing with all of that bullshit.

      In the middle of the packed club with thumping bass pounding against my temples, I work my way through the crowded dance floor, ready for the noise to consume my thoughts and bring me some freaking peace.
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Xander

        

      

    

    
      Pulse-pounding beats roar as I step into the darkened night club. I say a silent “fuck you” to Jase as the bouncers let me through. The mile-long line behind me is full of guys and girls who are older than me, but none of them have the balls to walk straight up to the front, slip one of the massive dudes a hundred-dollar bill, and stare them down until they nod and clear a path into the place. The bouncers don’t even give me a second look as I push past them like I own this club. They can sense power and control.

      Pretty damn ironic that I really have neither of those things in real life. I’ve learned how to put on a good show, though.

      My jaw is tight as I scan the space, looking for the one person I know can help me and give me what I need to find…Moretti. A group of girls in tight black dresses slows in my direct path, licking their lips and drinking in every inch of my muscular, six-foot-two body.

      I let the corners of my lips curl upward, but say nothing because nothing about this is social.

      It’s business.

      Business that may get my ass skewered if I lose my focus.

      One of the girls trails a long red fingernail down my arm. “Have a drink with us?” she says in a low, seductive voice.

      “Maybe later.” I flash a smirk. “If you’re lucky.”

      The girls exchange a smile, and the one with the nails giggles before pressing her tits against me as she walks past. For some reason, my brand of prick doesn’t ever get an eye roll or an obscene hand gesture in response. And they always come back for more, not that I bother to give it.

      One and done. It’s all I’m willing to give.

      Only one person could have had all of me, but that was a long time ago.

      When I was a different person who had hopes and dreams.

      But she did a damn good job of shattering those, releasing the beast inside.

      I walk deeper into the lounge area, scouting the faces until my eyes land on my target.

      Lorenzo DiScala.

      He’s a little older than me, maybe twenty-two, but he’s king of his own little castle.

      Lucky bastard.

      At least he has a castle.

      I have a fucking fort, riding out my title of court jester. It’s how everyone sees me, no matter what my father says. I’m the punk kid brother, the one who can slice through the most unsuspecting victims with a box cutter but can’t command his own crew. Correction: isn’t allowed to command his own crew.

      Case in point, the reason why I’m here in this club by myself. You don’t just walk around unprotected in these parts without anyone having your back. Guys with death wishes do that shit, not guys who are smart enough to know the risks.

      I grit my teeth as I push through the crowds of sweaty bodies writhing against each other. They don’t care that the dance floor is ten feet away. They’re probably too doped up on their drug of choice...drugs my family has supplied the owner.

      Fuck me, why can’t I be a normal eighteen-year-old kid who doesn’t have to think about this crap? My life hasn’t been normal since I turned sixteen and got sucked into this downward spiral. I wish I’d never seen a damn box cutter, much less made it my weapon of choice.

      But that’s not my reality.

      My reality is trying to figure out why my family’s mortal enemy, Rico Moretti, has shown up on our radar selling gun parts when we’re supposed to be the only game in town. That’s how territories work. You run one, you handle all sales and distribution of whatever your buyers want.

      Tiny hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention, and I rub the stress knot at the base of my skull.

      I hate my life.

      I hate my fucking brother for dragging me into this shit, and also my father for letting me fester in it.

      I should be thinking about tomorrow, the first day of senior year at Ridgeview Prep. The one place where I fucking rule, where nobody dares challenge me, where I can have whatever I want, whenever I want it.

      They all fear me, and they goddamn well should.

      To them, I have everything.

      In reality, I have nothing, which is why I’m spending the last night of my summer break trying to track the dealings of a mafia thug so I can ambush his ass and then skewer it to save our own.

      One thought about tomorrow does cross my mind, though.

      I hope I get to see it…

      I slide into the leather booth that Lorenzo likes to use for people-watching. He turns his head away from the half-naked girls grinding together on the dance floor and acknowledges me with a quick nod. “X.”

      “Renzi.” I lean back against the cool leather as he pours a shot of something clear into a glass and slides it over to me. I pick it up and shoot it. The liquid scorches a path down my throat and I slam the glass down.

      “You look like you needed that,” he says with a knowing wink.

      “You know it,” I grunt back.

      “Why the hell are you here, X? Don’t you have school tomorrow? ”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “This is a little bit more important.”

      “Details?”

      “Look, you know what’s coming. Moretti is moving in. I need to know where.”

      Lorenzo leans forward. “If I knew, I’d tell you. But those fuckers know I’ve worked with your Pops. They aren’t about to trust me with any of their shit.”

      I rake a hand through my hair. “It’s bad news, Renzi. Once they took out Massimo…” I shake my head. “You know my dad is next unless we stop them. I need to know who his buyers are so I can get to him.”

      “X, I don’t know. You know I like to lay low and do my thing here. Pussy is my business, not guns.”

      “If they really want to take over this territory, to cripple us, they’re gonna come to you, too. They’re not gonna stop with the guns. They’ll bring in drugs, women, booze...whatever they can to ice out the Iazetti family. And when we’re weakest...that’s when they’ll hit.”

      “I’ll keep an ear to the ground for you, X. That’s about all I can do. Don’t ask me to stick my neck out any further, though. I’m not gonna risk it getting chopped off. By anybody.” He holds up the bottle. “Another?”

      I shake my head and slide out of the booth. “Nah. I got school tomorrow.”

      He nods again. “Good. Now get your underage ass outta here. I don’t need any cops breathing down my neck about what goes on in here.”

      I turn away from the booth. My temples throb in time with the beat of the pounding electronica, and the shot didn’t help one bit. I eye the exit on the other side of the dance floor and the drunks climbing all over each other. With a deep breath, I push through, trying to avoid eye contact with anyone who might recognize me.

      I don’t need a tail, especially on a night when I’m in a shit area by myself.

      Groping hands yank at my arms and graze my ass as I wind through the crowd. I keep my head down, eyes lowered. Fuck me for forgetting a baseball cap. An arm snakes around my waist just as I’m about to step onto the carpet and out of the sauna of bodies. I catch a glimpse of the hungry and pretty heavily made-up gaze of a curvy brunette and shrug away from her, my shoulder knocking into something hard. An icy cold sensation drizzles down my arm, soaking the fabric of my shirt.

      “What the fu–?”

      I twist around and my breath hitches. I blink fast, my eyes adjusting to the streaks of bright color illuminating the dance floor.

      Because it has to be the crazy bright strobe lights that make this vision appear in front of me.

      Long, blonde waves flow over the bare shoulders of a woman about my height, thanks to the fuck-me heels she’s wearing. Her dark-lined eyes are a clear blue, icy and stormy at the same time, popping against her bronze skin. Bright red lips and a tight black dress that barely covers her tits and ass cheeks complete the picture of sex and seduction that she’s selling.

      Hell, yeah, I’m buying.

      But once my vision clears, the sex kitten transforms into something...someone...else. I no longer see glowing skin, lush tits, and please let me suck your cock red lips.

      I see the long blonde hair pulled into a ponytail, the eyes shining bright and glittering with innocence and youth, the full pink lips glossy and smiling wide...the way they always did when she looked at me.

      I swallow hard.

      It can’t be…

      Right?

      It’s been forever.

      She left.

      Never to return.

      I open my mouth to ask the question on my lips, but I can’t form the words. My brain craps out, and before I can spit out her name along with all of the other toxic thoughts that have polluted my mind since that night a year and a half ago, she narrows her eyes to slits. They pin me to the spot, daring me to speak.

      I don’t.

      I can’t.

      Because this woman...she can’t possibly be that girl.

      Her glare frosts my insides, and when she turns away, her hips swinging with each step in the opposite direction, I take in a sharp breath, my fists clenched tight.

      Or could she be?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Charlotte

      

      

      My heels click over the lacquered dance floor as I bolt through the sweaty bodies grinding around me.

      That dead stare. Those deep dark eyes.

      It can’t be...

      I toss a quick glance over my shoulder and stare the guy down, hoping I’m far enough away for him to catch me. He’s standing in the exact same spot where I left him, his hard gaze focused in my direction. Tall, dark, and handsome. A tree I would have tried to climb in a heartbeat back across the pond. I swallow a gasp when his eyes meet mine.

      We’re locked in a staring contest for seconds. I let my eyes rake over him once again, taking in every delicious inch of the man I’d just run from.

      Instantly, I am sober.

      Xander?

      My mind trips back to our last night together. It hasn’t been that long, but it feels like a lifetime has passed since I last saw him. His dark eyes root me to the spot,  but they’re so different – heavy, moody, and angry. He’s at least five inches taller, too. His bulging muscles tense, his jaw churning as his gaze tangles with mine. His hair is longer and it has that sexed-up look that makes my fingers twitch at my sides with longing, the crazy urge to rake them through the thick strands almost overpowering.

      My throat goes dry, failing me. I want to choke out his name.

      But how could it be him?

      It can’t be.

      Turning on my heels, I force myself to dart farther away.

      If it was him, he wasn’t the same person.

      He wasn’t my person.

      That person died a long time ago, never to be a part of my life ever again, and he will never be resurrected if I have anything to say about it.
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Charlotte

        

      

    

    
      One night at home before the beginning of senior year wasn’t enough. I’m not settled in. I’m not ready.

      My alarm screams at me. Fuck.

      My head is still pounding from the liquor and thundering music.

      Shooting up in my bed, it hits me. A wave of memories floods in from the night before. Eyes boring into my soul. How could he have seen me and not done anything? How could that have been my long-lost friend?

      The snoozing alarm chirps. Five more minutes.

      I yank the covers over my face. Tears start to well up. I hate everything. I hate this nagging feeling. No one wants me to be back here. I don’t want to be back here. I don’t want to be back there either. I have no place to call my own. To call my home.

      I’m gutted.

      The shooting pain of being tossed aside a year ago is still fresh. All of my wounds are ripped open.

      Those eyes. I would know them anywhere. They were seared into my mind like a brand on my heart.

      “Miss, breakfast is served,” Moira’s loud voice cracks into my swimming mind.

      “Be right down,” I call back with a groan.

      I chug out of the water bottle I left out for myself the night before. Being hungover for the first day of school is not a good look at all. Fuck it. Who cares? It’s not like anyone in my household would notice anyway.

      I pull the uniform from the Westminster School out from the back of my closet. I thumb the thick fabric of the dark blue blazer. It was odd to not put it on for the first day of school. The uniform that is replacing it is already waiting for me on the armchair in the corner of my room. Moira had pressed it and left it for me. I glance at the familiar Ridgeview Prep insignia that is glaring at me. I am not in the mood at all.

      

      “What’s your name?” a sweet voice twitters from behind me as I stare at myself in the full-length mirror in my dorm room.

      Whipping around, I see big, round brown eyes and a sweet, toothy smile.

      “Charlotte. Are you my roommate?” I ask, trying to get the blue and red tie just right, failing miserably.

      “Abby Westcoff,” she responds, a hint of a posh English accent coating her words. “Let me help you with that.”

      “Thanks,” I mutter while her fingers fumble with the silky fabric.

      “New to boarding schools, I gather.”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      She giggles with a nod. “I’ve been tying these stupid things for as long as I can remember. You’ll get used to it.”

      “I’ve never had to wear uniforms like this before.”

      “No. You’ll get used to being away from home. Come on. We don’t want to be late for our first class.”

      

      Doing the math, I realize that Abby is already on her lunch break. Diving for my phone, I dial my former best friend’s number.

      She answers after only one ring.

      “About time you called,” she barks in the phone with a little hint of a teasing snicker lacing her words.

      “It’s been a long couple of days,” I respond while yanking a brush through my tangled locks.

      “Have the States not been kind to you, my dear? You haven’t been back too long.”

      “More like I feel like a foreigner in my own home town.”

      “That’ll happen. But at least you’re able to sleep in your own bed, and not the lumpy pieces of shit we have over here.”

      “Touché. I miss you, though. Who am I going to pester during biology now?”

      “You’ll find a new bestie and forget all about me before the day is out.”

      “Unlikely.”

      “I have to run, but let’s chat when you get home. I want to hear all about your first day back with all the riff raff that inhabit your Yank-ass school.”

      “It’s a date.”

      Tossing my phone onto the armchair in the corner of my room, I pull at the fabric of my new uniform. At least I don’t have to wear a plaid skirt anymore. Once I finally force myself to get dressed, I stare at myself in the mirror. My hair is a mess. Nothing that some dry shampoo can’t handle. The slightest hint of makeup covers my face. I fix the smoky eye with a Q-tip in the mirror over my vanity. The clothes fit well. Good enough.

      My stomach flips.

      What if I see him right when I get there? What if I already had and didn’t even know it?

      Forcing down the unpleasantness, I amble down the stairs with my backpack clutched in my hand. It is practically empty. A copy of Proust’s Swann's Way, sunglasses, notebook, pen, pencil, and calculator were all I could think of to bring with me. I don’t have my books yet. I don’t even know my schedule. This is going to be a catastrophe.

      My parents are having their coffee and reading the paper in the parlor just off the kitchen like they do every morning. The sunlight is blaring. I want to put my glasses on to shield my bloodshot eyes and cool the headache. It feels like a tiny dagger is lodged in my temple.

      “Ready for your big day?” Charles Hawthorne, the man of the house and my father, is glancing up at me from behind the financial section of The Wall Street Journal. When did he get in? The years haven’t been kind to him as far as aging goes. His hair is graying and thinning rapidly. There are bags under his eyes. I can tell that he hasn’t been sleeping.

      “As ready as I will ever be.” I force a pleasant smile while popping my favorite K-cup into the machine. At least my folks kept the cinnamon roll pods that I love so much stocked. Actually, let’s be real. Moira was the one who did the shopping for the house. She was the one who remembered which flavor coffee is my favorite.

      “You’ll have a great time, sweetie. Maybe even make some new friends. I’m sure you’ll see some familiar faces. That’ll be nice.” My mother is in her pink silk robe beaming over to me. Her words sound sincere but they are so damn fake.

      Fat chance.

      “Yeah, I guess,” I lie through clenched teeth, trying my best to force out a smile at my mother. In all reality, there’s no one at Ridgeview Prep whom I care to see, or even care to remember. It’s filled with fake ass people with black charge cards and chips on their shoulders. No, thank you.

      My father forces out a sigh, removing his glasses. “Just try to do better here than you did at the Westminster School.”

      Cocking my head to the side, I raise an eyebrow at my father. “What?”

      He stands from his chair, walking right over to me. Filling his coffee mug, my father narrows his deep blue oceans at me. He’d drown me in them if he could, I can feel it. My body buzzes from his looming presence. I can feel his disappointment radiating out of every pore before he even has to say a word. “I don’t want to get the same damn calls about you skipping class or showing up wasted. Am I clear?”

      I swallow hard. I didn’t think he really took notice of that shit while I was gone. It wasn’t like Charles Hawthorne took the time to call his daughter. Even with all the partying and crap I did while I was in London, I still managed to get straight As. Didn’t that count for something?

      Bowing my head, I know the only thing I can do is agree. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good girl,” he sneered before taking his seat again.

      I glance over at the clock on the far side of the room.

      Shit. I am going to be late if I don’t get a move on.

      Transferring the thick java into a travel mug, I grab a cheese danish off of the dish laying out on the counter.

      “See you later,” I offer over my shoulder. The small talk was over anyway. My parents didn’t have any other pleasantries or snide remarks to chirp. One would think that they would take notice of my red eyes, disheveled hair, and skin that was still drenched in vodka. But they didn’t. Why would they? It’s not like they really care. The only thing my parents care about is reputation. As long as we kept up the appearance of being the pristine family, everything is fine. Step out of line, cause the tiniest bit of disappointment, and all bets are off.

      I take one more glance at them, consumed by the newspaper. They didn’t even have the decency to look up for one last time. I was bothering their morning routine. One that I was no longer part of.

      Rushing out the front door, I find Rolland already waiting for me. He holds to door for me as I dive into the backseat. “Thanks.”

      He trots around to the front seat, putting the car in gear right away.

      “I am going to drop you in front of the administration building…” he starts to explain as we pull out of the long drive. “You are supposed to go and check in there. They will give you your schedule, and apparently a student from your class will walk you to your first period.”

      “It’s not like I am a new student, just a returning one. Why do I need an escort?” I ask, still a little peeved from my parents.

      Sorry, Rolland. I don’t mean to take this crap out on you.

      “School rules, Charlotte. And they have done some remodeling since you were last a student at Ridgeview,” he answers quickly, ignoring my sharp tone.

      “Fair enough.”

      Rolland is always one for details and rules. I am sure he went to the school on my behalf weeks ago to get all of that information. It wasn’t like one of my parents could be bothered to take that kind of consideration.

      Ridgeview Preparatory High School. It is only ten minutes from Hawthorne Manor. I could have walked, but Rolland would never have let me. The sprawling campus comes into view of the back window. I swallow hard. There’s nothing like being the new, but old, kid on the first day of senior year.

      If romantic comedies could be any indicator of the disastrous day I have in store for me, I was in serious trouble.

      I had grown a lot while I was in London. Learned to branch off on my own. With most of my schoolmates heading home for the holidays and the summer, I was forced to jump out of my comfort zone often. I explored the Spitalfields Market, stepped back in time at Prince Charles Cinema, sang my heart out at the Karaoke Box Mayfair, saw all of the sites, from Westminster to Horse Guards. It was freeing.

      I also partied. A lot. It wasn’t that I even really cared for it. It was just something to fill the void. Anything to make me feel something. Help me be a little more normal for a change. Not the reject kid whom no one wanted.

      Scanning all of the kids getting dropped off and darting around the grounds, I hold my breath. The dark, storming eyes from the night before crash into my mind again. Fuck him.

      Ever since I left, I tried to reach out to him. Feeble attempts to call and text always left my heart gushy with sadness. That sadness quickly hardened into loathsome rage over the past year and a half. He had never unblocked my number. Countless times I sat down to write him letters. I could never finish them. What was the point? If he wanted to hear from me, he would have called. He would have reached out. Mostly, I wanted to tell him off. Call him the prick that he was. Rip the rose-colored glasses off of his face and make him see how much devastation he left in his wake that night.

      Rolland pulls up to the curb of the drop-off line. “I can get my own door this time.”

      “As you wish, miss. But don’t tell your mother.” Rolland shifts in his seat to smile at me through the partition.

      “Your secret is safe with me.” I offer a quick, twisting smirk before I swallow the lump that was building in my throat.

      “I will be here at four sharp to collect you.”

      “See you then.”

      “Have a wonderful first day. The first step of a grand new adventure for you.”

      Adventure. That was one way to put it. Taking a train to Edinburgh for the Harry Potter Magical Guided Walking Tour was an adventure. This? This was going to be torture.

      “Charlotte? Is that you?” a familiar voice hollered at me as I exited the car.

      I squint through my shades. I see the bright smile of a boy I knew in my former life: Blaine Montrose. He was the jock of all jocks, and if memory serves correctly, one of the most popular teens of Ridgeview. His family was a lot like mine. Old money dripped out of their pores. My father always tried to thrust Blaine and me together at parties and various functions. But we never clicked like Xander and I had. Blaine was nice and all, but he was a little too pretty and preppy for my taste.

      “Blaine?” I trot over to him, thankful to see a friendly face.

      “Didn’t know you were back in town,” he explains as we start walking toward the administration office.

      “Haven’t been home long.” I am terrible at small talk. I feel awkward and have no idea what to say. I don’t know these people anymore. And honestly, I didn’t know if I ever wanted to.

      “Well, I have to drop off my gear in the locker room. Hopefully, we’ll have some classes together. See you around.” Blaine motions to the large duffle slung over his back and the hockey stick in his hand. I was so hungover and consumed by all of the kids rushing by us and trying to keep my head on straight, I didn’t even notice them.

      “See ya.” I wave goodbye before turning to enter the office.
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        * * *

      

      Check-in was quick and painless. Thank fucking God!

      I have my class schedule and a map of the campus ready to go.

      First Period - AP English.

      Second Period - AP French.

      Third Period - Calculus.

      Lunch B.

      Fourth Period - AP Physics.

      Fifth Period - Economics.

      Sixth Period - Gym.

      I am so thankful that gym is my last class of the day. I hated having to shower and go to the rest of my classes rumpled, messy with wet hair, and tired from a workout. Also, there was no way that I wouldn’t hurl on the spot if someone tried to make me run right now. Bile creeps up. My late-night escapade is getting the better of me. Dammit all to hell.

      “Are you Charlotte?” a sweet girl asks from behind the desk, obviously the student who is going to show me to first period, and she is a few inches shorter than me, not that that matters.

      “I am.”

      She comes around to stand next to me, taking my class schedule out of my hand.

      “Nice, we have the same first class and lunch. I’m Eleanor. You can call me Ellie.”

      “Nice to meet you, Ellie.”

      She starts for the door, holding it for me. “Nervous?”

      “Hungover,” I admit with a little grumble.

      “Nice. Me, too.” she giggles, pulling a couple of caffeine pills out of her bag. “Take these. They’ll help.”

      “Thanks.” I throw the round tablets to the back of my throat.

      “I was the new kid last year. It’s not too bad here.” She motions down the hall and we start walking to our first class.

      “Where are you from?” I ask, taking a stab at forced small talk. It’s the polite thing to do.

      “All over, really. Army brat. My dad wanted to retire close to family, so here we are. I’m just glad to be in one place for a while. What about you?”

      “I’m from here, but I was in boarding school for the last year and a half. I went here for freshman and part of sophomore year.” It felt weird to admit. I had been shipped off. All of a sudden I felt naked.

      “Oh, then you are familiar with a lot already. Thanks for making my job easy. They added a new wing onto the main building and a new gym, but other than that, not much else is different. This is it,” she elates, standing outside of our first-period classroom. “I haven’t had Weaver yet, but I hear she’s a little bit of a hard ass.”

      “Will you sit by me?” I plead. Damn, I sound like a complete loser. But I didn’t want to be completely alone. I was alone enough in my life.

      “I would really like that.”

      We take seats in the back of the class. Only half of the seats are filled. One by one, as each student enters the room, I hold my breath. None of them are Xander. It should not be surprising to me. I can’t imagine him in any advanced placement classes. But times have changed. He could have finally let himself believe how smart he was. I tried to drill it into his thick skull, but it usually fell on deaf ears.

      I take in the classroom. It’s simple, yet elegant. Framed posters line the walls of some of the most famous literary giants our world has ever seen. It did feel like Sylvia Plath’s eyes were following me, which I had to admit is a little creepy, but oh well. In big block lettering Mrs. Weaver’s AP English was shining bright on the smart board in the front of the classroom.

      When our teacher walked in, I couldn’t help but do a doubletake. I was half expecting an older, blue-haired, short teacher to walk in. But, Mrs. Weaver was young, looking too young to even have a teaching degree, if you asked me, with a short light brown bob, a gorgeous teal dress and taupe kitten heels. Peeking out of her right sleeve was a small quill tattooed on her wrist.

      “Settle down, everyone. We’re about to begin,” Mrs. Weaver instructs, pulling her leather notepad out of her messenger bag.

      Pulling out a brand-new notebook and Swann’s Way, I settle in to start taking notes.

      This is going to be good.

      English class is my favorite.

      “Teacher’s pet,” someone snickers behind me.

      Before I can even dart my gaze over my shoulder to the cackling douchebag, our teacher throws her hand up sharply, her lips hardening into a line.

      “Not now, Mr. Collins. Just because other students like to expand their minds with great literature doesn’t mean you can act like a jerk in this class. I will not tolerate anything of the sort. Nice choice, Miss…” Mrs. Weaver trails off, eyeing me for a second, trying to place my face.

      “Hawthorne, Charlotte Hawthorne, ma’am,” I respond to my new teacher.

      “Have you read Proust before?” she asks, her eyes lighting up as I nod my head.

      “He’s one of my favorites,” I admit as my cheeks start to feel hot.

      “Take a page out of Miss Hawthorne’s book, people. I wouldn’t mind seeing more Proust, Brontë, or Austen filling up your desks as long as they don’t distract from our course load.”

      After her quick nod to my love for reading, making me giggle from her little pun and boldly standing up for me, our teacher went into the first day of school normal speech. Introducing herself, explaining what we were going to be reading over the semester, giving homework.

      “Do you want to meet up before lunch? I have something that might help with the first-day jitters,” Ellie whispers, revealing a one-hitter hiding in her bag.

      I nodded with a knowing smile. She and I were going to get along swimmingly.

      The bell rings while Mrs. Weaver is in the middle of explaining the Shakespeare assignment that we will be starting with.

      “Don’t forget to stay on top of the reading listed in the syllabus. You don’t want to get behind. See you all tomorrow.” Mrs. Weaver takes a seat behind her desk as I lean over to Ellie.

      “See you later?”

      She purses her lips. “I’ll look for you outside of the cafeteria.”

      “Sounds good.”

      My other two classes drone together. Meeting teachers. Getting homework and books. Feeling overwhelmed.

      As the bell rings for my lunch hour, I am overjoyed for the break. With two textbooks and three paperback novels stacked in my hands, I make my way for the cafeteria.

      “Hey, girl,” Ellie chortles, coming up to my side. “Over here.”

      I follow her around the back of the large building and under the closest set of bleachers.

      She packs her bowl with rank-smelling weed. It wasn’t my go-to. Coke and alcohol were always at the ready in London. The upper and downer cocktail was my favorite, but I wasn’t complaining. My head was still raging. The herb would at least take care of that.

      She hands me the small pipe while sucking in a long drag of smoke. “It’s at least decent.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      “So, what’s your story, Charlotte?”

      I choke a little on the harsh bud. “What do you mean?”

      She leans back on the heels of her hands. “What’s your deal? You seem too preppy to be in to this shit.”

      I couldn’t hold in the booming laughter. “That makes sense. Don’t let the makeup, curls and expensive bag fool you. I do not belong here.”

      “Amen to that, sister. Well, we can suffer through this hell-hole together. I’m starving. Let’s go see what is on the menu.”

      My stomach growls.

      “Sounds like the best plan ever,” I giggle. One hit and I was flying. My eyelids are heavy, my mind is calmed. I could get used to this shit.

      The hall is buzzing with students reconnecting and clicking together around tables. I don’t recognize any of them. I am the complete fish out of water. I feel homesick for my makeshift home. I should be back with Abby in London. At least they pretended to give a fuck about me and let me attempt to fit in when I really didn’t. I don’t fit in here anymore.

      We make our way to an empty table in the back of the cafeteria. The smell of pre-cooked food would have normally wrenched my stomach, but right now it’s the most intoxicating smell in the world.

      Spoiled-rich kids always get the good stuff.

      Must help to make up for the other shit they’re lacking.

      Or maybe that’s just the story of my life.
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Xander

        

      

    

    
      I pull on my school uniform, running a hand through my dark hair. It flops back over my eyes, looking hungover. It’s pretty ironic since I didn’t actually drink anything last night. And I wish I had drank enough to feel like shit. The late nights and early mornings are my undoing. I really need to figure out how to get more rest. But that’s an issue for another time.

      My bare feet sink into the plush carpet on the stairs as I stagger toward the kitchen.

      More specifically, the Keurig coffee machine.

      I drop a pod into the holder and slam the top down to start the brewing process.

      I lean on my elbows, clutching my head in my hands as the coffee drizzles into the mug. The scent makes my stomach roil. You’d think after all of this time, I’d find a different flavor to drink, one that wouldn’t torment me as much.

      But that damn cinnamon roll coffee had always been Charlotte’s favorite, and every day since she left, I fuel my body with it as a reminder to never lose myself in another person again.

      She broke me, permanently, and I’ve never been able to put the pieces back together.

      It’s better this way. The jagged edges, sharp corners, and deadly shards of who I’ve become make me a valuable asset to the family. I no longer feel pain.

      I only inflict it.

      “What the hell were you doing last night?”

      I grit my teeth before letting out a deep sigh.

      “Look at me when I’m talking to you,” my father growls from behind me.

      I grab my steaming mug and swivel around, leaning against the cabinets.

      “Why the fuck were you at that club last night, Xander?”

      “If you knew I was at the club, then you know what I was doing,” I grunt, taking a sip of the scalding liquid. It burns a fiery path down my throat, but a little pain is good for the blackened soul.

      At least, that’s what I tell people just before I deliver my own personal brand of torture on them.

      Not that they ever agree.

      “Jase and I told you to stay away from there,” he says, his voice sharp. “You purposely defied us!”

      Jase. My asshole brother sold me out. He must have followed me, knowing I’d never listen to him. And he didn’t stop me himself because then he couldn’t go running to my father to tell him I’d ignored his warnings. Scumbag is always looking to tear me down to pump up his self-inflated ego. He thinks it’ll keep him in Dad’s good graces, that he’ll finally get the respect he’d give his left nut for.

      But that won’t ever happen. He’s too much of a liability, something he’s proven again and again to my father and his crew. He’s had more brushes with death than I can count, all because he doesn’t know when to keep his mouth shut. I’m actually surprised he’s lived to see twenty-five.

      I think my father is, too.

      I narrow my eyes and take a few steps toward him. I have at least three inches on my dad, and I use them all to hold my ground. “I needed to talk to Lorenzo. He knows people and can get information for us.”

      “And how did it go? Did he tell you what you wanted to know?” Dad’s eyes blaze at me, but I stand my ground. I don’t care what he thinks.

      “Look, I know you’re pissed at me, but think about it. Lorenzo can help us. He just needs some incentive. Now it’s on his radar.”

      “You have nothing to give him that Moretti can’t double or triple!” My father slams his hands on the granite countertop. “How can you be sure that Lorenzo isn’t already talking to someone in Moretti’s crew? Haven’t you learned what happens when you trust too much, Xander? Haven’t you seen it firsthand?”

      My jaw tightens. “You know, I think I’ve done a damn good job of delivering for you over the past few years, Dad. When you took over the family after Massimo was killed, I supported you. I did everything you asked.” I dip my head lower. “I played the game the way you wanted and made us a lot of money.”

      “That’s exactly why I told you to stay away from that club,” he hisses. “Because you’ve stopped playing the game according to the rules. You started making your own, and that’s dangerous, and by going into that club and confiding in Lorenzo, you’ve put us all at risk.”

      “I’m the only one with the balls to do what you need to do to stay on top, Dad. You’re losing the game, and you know it. My rules will help us win.” I square my shoulders. “Or are you going to count on Jase to help you keep shit together? Because he hasn’t screwed things up enough since you took over, right?”

      “Don’t you fucking talk to me like that again, Xander. I give the orders. I set the rules. Remember your place, or I will eliminate it. Do you understand me?”

      He doesn’t wait for my response. He just levels me with a final glare and stalks out of the kitchen.

      I grip the handle of my mug tight, letting the anger consume me.

      Not that it ever really lets up.

      I work to feed that rage. It keeps me focused.

      And lethal.

      At eighteen, I’ve seen my fair share of spilled blood.

      I’ve drawn it myself more times than I care to count.

      All in the name of family obligation.

      I’ve done my part.

      Traded in my innocence.

      Embraced the life.

      And now he wants me to take a backseat? When we’re so close?

      I gave up so much to take my place in this damn family, one that doesn’t reward you for a job well done, but will throw your ass to the wolves if you stray the slightest bit.

      The bastards who gunned down Massimo, the last boss, got to him because he was weak. Sloppy. A two-faced sniveling rat fuck. Because of him, we nearly lost everything, and it’s taken years to rebuild.

      How the hell am I supposed to think about anything other than taking them down? About senior year and prom and college applications?

      Senior year is just a way for me to pass the time before I can get the hell out of this town and go to Chicago where my brother Phoenix heads up our midwestern business dealings. Not that I’ve told anyone about my plans. But there’s no way I’m going to stick around Ridgeview as Jase’s peon. I’m tired of living in his shadow, especially since I’m the reason why he’s still alive in the first place, ungrateful prick that he is.

      College isn’t even a blip on the radar for me. I’ve gotten plenty of education over the past few years and none of it can be taught from books or teachers. I learn something new every day, and I don’t need to pay anyone hundreds of thousands of dollars for those life lessons.

      And prom? Like I need an excuse to get dressed up and fuck some girl who’s drunk off her ass. I don’t need the tux to do that. And I sure as hell don’t have to wait until the end of the year to get off. If I so much as look at a girl, I can have her pussy in my mouth within seconds. Case in point, the panties stuffed into the pocket of my jeans.

      If I want something, I take it.

      That’s why I went into that club.

      That’s why I’m going to Chicago.

      Maybe if I’d taken what I wanted a year and a half ago, things would be different for me today.

      A long time ago, I was on the path to becoming one of those over-privileged and entitled Ridgeview Prep dickheads I’ve grown to detest.

      I thought I had it all.

      The best of both worlds.

      I was fucking delusional.

      I may not have chosen this life, but it sure as hell chose me.

      I made my bed and a lot of enemies in the process.

      But I haven’t looked back once.

      I never will.
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        * * *

      

      I slide into the driver’s seat and turn the key of my Pontiac GTO Judge. The engine roars, almost loud enough to rival my soul. I catch a glimpse at the clock on the dashboard.

      Noon.

      My stomach grumbles in acknowledgement.

      Looks like I’m right on time for my first day.

      It’s not long before Ridgeview Prep comes into view.

      My castle.

      The only place where I rule from a throne, not grouse from the cheap seats where I sit pretty much everywhere outside of here. I swing my car into a spot right by the front entrance clearly marked ‘Reserved,’ my tires squealing on the pavement.

      Reserved for His fucking Majesty, of course.

      I push open the door and step out slowly, taking in the enormous architectural structure. Old money created this ostentatious campus, and new money commands it.

      New money meaning me and my friends.

      Everyone knows who we are and what we control both inside of these walls.

      Outside is another story, but perception becomes reality.

      The spoiled-rich kids here don’t care that I get shit on daily by my father and Jase. It’s respect by association. They sense power, and they cower to it.

      “Xander! You’re here! Just in time for lunch, like usual.” Melina Lasca squeals, strutting toward me in ridiculously high heels and a skirt short enough to give all of the male teachers here an insta-hard-on and all of the female ones an insta-coronary.

      I snicker to myself. Melina is the exception. She doesn’t cower to it. She just spreads her legs wide for it, and I have no issue with that. At all.

      I slam my door shut and lounge against my car as she closes the distance between us, puffing out her chest so I can see right down the front of her barely buttoned shirt.

      She slides herself against me, making sure she presses herself against my cock for good measure. Fuck me. Is she even wearing panties?

      Yeah, Melina is one of those girls with daddy issues.

      And I’m the happy and sexually satisfied recipient of the pent-up rage she’s had for her father since he took off on her and her family a few years ago.

      Angry sex is the best sex, and between the two of us, there’s plenty of fury to be unleashed on the nightly.

      Melina trails a hand down the front of my shirt, pausing at my belt buckle. “I wish we didn’t have to be here right now,” she murmurs. “I can think of a hundred other things we could be doing right now, and all of them include this fat cock.” She palms my dick and licks her red painted lips as it thickens against my dress pants.

      I grab a fistful of her hair and dip her head back, crushing my lips against hers. I drag her lower lip through my teeth right before pulling away from that kiss. It’s hot as hell but empty.

      It’s always empty, something that I’ve just learned to accept.

      It’ll never be any other way, not with Melina.

      Not with anyone.

      A flash of blonde in my periphery has me doing a double-take. I furrow my brow, blinking fast as the tall figure disappears into the school. I narrow my eyes, staring past Melina. She’s mumbling something about blowing me in the gym, but all sound around me instantly mutes.

      I release her hair and push her away as I walk into the school.

      “Xan?” Melina calls out, pawing at my arm. “Where are you going? You can’t just walk away from me!”

      I shake off her bony fingers, my sights set on what can only be an apparition because there’s no way it can be…her. My spine stiffens as Melina’s voice fades to white noise. I don’t even turn around to silence her with a look, to remind her of her place and who can crush her like a fucking cockroach if she doesn’t acknowledge it. I never let anyone question who has the control in any situation within the wrought-iron gates of Ridgeview Prep.

      But at this moment, I feel that control slip away, seeping out of me like my soul did a little over a year ago.

      My heart spasms in my chest as I storm into the school, eyes wild and darting in every single direction until they spy another flash of blonde down the hall outside of the cafeteria. A garbled yell catches in the back of my throat, and I press my lips together before it shatters the air.

      “Hey, man. Where the fuck have you been today? Skipping the first couple classes already?” My two closest friends, brothers Chase and Asher Valetta, saunter toward me like they own the place.

      They fucking don’t.

      I hold up a hand to silence them as I pass them by without a word. They exchange a look, but neither asks the question on their lips. I know they’re smart enough to follow me inside the building. They’d never be seen without their leader.

      Fucking serfs. Just like I am to Jase.

      My chest tightens, and I clench and unclench my fists as the thought percolates. This is the only place where I matter, where I have any influence at all, where anybody gives a shit about what I think, do, and say.

      Something caught my attention last night, and that same something is now only mere feet away from me in my kingdom.

      That something represents an end to that semi-innocent life I used to lead, the one that was normal, happy, and hopeful.

      The one I wasn’t in…not the way I am now.

      Immersed.

      Drowning.

      Sputtering blood on the daily.

      I was enjoying life on the outskirts, dipping my toes in but able to cut and run at any time. Nobody had expectations, and that was just fine with me. It gave me the best of both worlds.

      Until one of those worlds was yanked out of my grasp.

      I’ve been flailing ever since with zero grounding, not that I’d ever let a single person know it.

      And my downward spiral just keeps drilling me deeper and deeper into the shit I wanted to avoid.

      The image of the tall blonde beauty from the club is seared into my memory, the latent wrath that bubbled to the surface when she stalked away from me after hate-fucking me with her eyes about to be unleashed.

      I always know what to expect when I walk through these halls. I’m never surprised.

      Never challenged.

      And I’m sure as shit never disregarded the way I was last night.

      Cast aside just like I was so long ago, set free only to become prisoner to an existence that has me fully shackled with no hope for release.

      Out in a box.

      That’s the only escape plan.

      Truth be told, sometimes it sounds tempting.

      I swallow hard past the growing lump in my throat, stalking past students who move to either side of the hallway, instinctively knowing that they’d be smart to get out of my fucking way. Silence falls around me. Nobody speaks. Nobody moves.

      They all just watch.

      My presence alone keeps the kids in line. They know where I come from, things I’ve done, who I work for…and what happens if some asshole sets me off.

      Nobody fucks with me because they know punishment will be swift and painful.

      I like knowing they fear me.

      At least, now I do. I never cared before, but now, things are different.

      I’ve earned my place here. My father didn’t put me at the top of the food chain.

      She did.

      And while I guess I should be thankful for that much, my heart and soul were stolen in the process.

      I don’t think I can ever be made whole again.

      My shoes pound on the polished floor, every step closer to my destination making my temples throb harder.

      Because deep in my gut, I know what waits for me beyond those heavy wooden doors.

      The lives that were taken from me.

      Mine and hers.

      My palm grips the door handle, my bicep twitching as I swing it open with all the strength I can muster. It lands against the wall next to it with a crashing thud, eliciting gasps from the students tracking my every move.

      They don’t know what’s coming next.

      They can’t even fucking fathom what happens now.

      I don’t turn my head toward the idiot teacher who dares address me like the pompous prick he is. But he’ll pay for it later. He’s new and one of the very few who don’t realize his new reality.

      Red stains my periphery, fogging my vision. Blood rushes between my ears, my insides flooded with a deep-seated fury that courses through my veins. I shove my way through the crowds of students looking for seating in the crowded cafeteria until I’m directly in front of her.

      The girl from the club.

      The girl who destroyed me because she couldn’t stand up to her dickwad father to fight for herself…to fight for us.

      The girl who has now walked away from me not once, but twice.

      She’ll learn to never fucking do that again.

      “You,” I growl through clenched teeth, my hands curled into tight fists at my sides. “Looks like Daddy’s little puppet is back in town.”
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Charlotte

        

      

    

    
      I know that voice…

      I spin around, the low rumbling sound from behind me like an assault on my senses. A jolt zips through me, electrifying my insides, and I forget about the stack of books in my arms when his eyes meet mine—the dark, searing gaze from the night before that paralyzed my shredded heart. They are storm clouds of anger and disgust only inches away.

      His tight uniform button-down clings to his pronounced muscles as he pulls in a sharp breath through gritted teeth. Dread and desire form a conflicting mix that makes my stomach churn. My fingers twitch, the overwhelming desire to slap his smug face coaxing me to show him just how devilishly bad I can be. I take in a deep drag of his intoxicating scent, memories of his signature pomade and cologne festering in my tormented mind. How comforting to know that not everything has changed. But dammit, that knowledge also enrages me.

      Fuck him for not saying anything the night before. He had to have known it was me! How didn’t I know it was him? Did I just not want to believe it? Did we both want to just live in denial for one more night?

      Xander’s head cocks to the side, the slightest hint of a sneer dancing across his lips. God, they look delicious, and now even more so because I’ve actually tasted them and know that to be the case. “Welcome back, Puppet,” he growls before slamming his fist down onto my stack of books, sending them and a mountain of books crashing to the floor.

      “Really,” I hiss. “How mature of you. I see you’ve really grown up over the past year and a half.” My glare never wavers, blood simmering in my veins as I conjure up all of the tortuous things I’d like to inflict upon him.

      I told him I loved him and he tossed me aside like a fucking candy wrapper.

      Never said it back.

      He walked away, letting me get on that damn plane to rot away in England.

      My best friend.

      I hate him for turning his back on me. On us.

      I hate that I missed him each and every day.

      I hate that I can still remember the way his lips felt crushed against mine.

      And most of all, I hate that I want to experience it again.

      But Xander doesn’t wait around for me to finish my jaunt down Memory Lane before he lashes out yet again, his tone scathing and his gaze murderous.

      “Fuck you, Puppet,” he snarls, dragging a finger down the front of my shirt. My nipples pebble, and I bite back a frustrated scream since my body is clearly on a different page than my inner raving bitch. She’s such a goddamn traitor!

      “You’re about to find out how it really feels to be under someone’s control. The shit with your dad is nothing compared to the hell that awaits you here. So get fucking ready.” His dark eyes spit fire, embers of hatred glowing threateningly in the depths. He backs away, a slow, malicious smirk lifting his lips. As he strides away from me, I blink my eyes to convince myself that what just happened wasn’t some sick and twisted nightmare, that I am actually standing in the center of a room with a whole lot of curious and critical eyes on me.

      Puppet. The ridiculous nickname slithers over my skin like a slimy snake. I remember the first time he called me that. Fucking idiot. He thinks I’m the same girl I was when I was sixteen. I’m not. People change. I’ve changed. And I am not going to be Xander Iazetti’s Puppet. And he sure as shit will not get the last word in…ever. Goddamn me for letting it happen again! He isn’t going to just be able to walk away from me again.

      He may think he runs things here, that people bend to his every whim.

      Little does he know that he won’t get very far pulling my strings.

      Nobody controls me anymore.

      Nobody.

      “Friend of yours?” Ellie questions with an eye roll, diving down to help me retrieve my books.

      “He used to be. He definitely isn’t anymore.”

      “Seems like a real jerkwad if you ask me,” Ellie snickers. “I’ve only ever seen him around school. Haven’t really crossed paths with him. But I’ve heard things.” Ellie swallows hard before continuing. “Terrible things.”

      “That’s not a surprise at all. He’s someone no one should know. A devil in sheep’s clothing.” My warning is ill-fated. Xander clearly thinks he runs things here. The king of a cheap castle. The ruler of peons and pathetic drones that crave attention—positive or negative—they don’t care which as long as they are on the short list for prom court.

      I shake off the encounter, letting my buzz creep back in. Xander isn’t going to ruin it for me. He isn’t going to get the better of me. I’m not his puppet to control.

      “You all right?” Blaine rushes to my side, eyes wide, his jaw tightening.

      His hand feels like fire on my prickling skin.

      “Yeah. He’s nothing I can’t handle,” I brush him off a little. I am too high and too pissed off for real pleasantries.

      A burning stare rushes like wildfire over my body. Glancing over Blaine’s shoulder, Xander is posted up a few tables away, lip-locked with some street-walker-looking teen. His eyes are glued on me as his fingers twist into her hair, his tongue plunged into the back of her throat. My heart clenches and my stomach flips. I hate that he is getting under my skin. I hate that his diabolical actions have any effect on me at all.

      Grabbing Blaine’s forearm, I bat my eyelashes at him. Two can play this game. I lean up and kiss Blaine’s clean-shaven cheek.

      “Thanks for checking, though. You’re sweet.” I make sure my voice is elevated enough to carry over to my watcher.

      “Yeah. Of course. Can’t have someone as pretty as you being treated like that around here.” Blaine’s fingertips trail down my arm, weaving our fingers together. I can see all the lust that was buried years ago rushing back into Blaine’s eyes. His dark irises soaking in it as his gaze rakes down my body.

      “Want to eat with us?” I motion to the table where Ellie’s and my food trays are sitting.

      He bows his head. “Rain check. I have to go talk to my coach.”

      “I am going to hold you to that.”

      “Please do.”

      His lips connect with my cheek. Fleeting. Empty. But perfectly for my plan.

      As Blaine walks away, I notice that Xander has retreated.

      Your move, asshat.

      Ellie and I munched on the school’s version of vegetarian lasagna. Evidently only the best culinary masterpieces are served here at Ridgeview Prep. It was cheesy pasta bites of heaven, but there wasn’t a lot of time to enjoy its savory goodness. Our little smoke session and ludicrous encounter ate into our lunch time a little more than either one of us had realized.

      The bell rings right as I am popping the last bite into my mouth.

      “Have you found your locker yet?” Ellie asks, grabbing her tray to toss into the bin.

      I shake my head. I had completely forgot about that. We didn’t have lockers in boarding school. “Not yet. Haven’t found the time between classes.”

      “I’ll help you find it. It’s better than lugging these damn things all over Timbuktu all fucking day.”

      We weave through the throngs of students rushing to get to their next class. Once we deciphered the long locker list posted on the bulletin board outside of the administration office, Ellie led the way. It was as far away as possible, tucked in a back hallway at the end of the new wing of Ridgeview Prep.

      “What the?” I checked the number five times. There is no way that we were at my locker. How could someone have already gotten to it first? In bright red marker, the phrase I’M A SLUT was blaring at me.

      “Holy hell,” Ellie scoffs, trying to force down a laugh. “That’s fucking cold.”

      Xander.

      There was no other explanation for the shaming remark.

      “He’s going to pay for this shit,” I growl low. There was no way in hell I was going to let him get away with this.

      First day at a new school? No fucking way.

      We’ll see who the puppet really is.
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        * * *

      

      “We take these matters very seriously at this school, Miss Hawthorne. I don’t know what jokes you were able to pull in London, but here in Ridgeview, we have a zero-tolerance policy for things of this nature.”

      “Mr. McCleary, please. Why would I write something so heinous on my own locker?” What in the fuck? How could this be my fault?

      “Seeing the reports from your last school, you tell me…”

      The old douchebag was squinting through his bottle-thick glasses down at my file. Every black stain branding me as a problem child. I get it. I know that I am not a model student. But this? Really?

      “Sir, please. You have to believe me.” My voice cracks. My hands shake with rage. I want to scream, throw a complete fit. But I know that it wouldn’t do anything. No one ever listens anyway.

      “You’re getting morning detention for defacing school property. You are to show up early tomorrow morning to repaint your locker. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, sir.” I bow my head. I want to roll over on Xander, but how could I prove it? There was a mountain of paperwork sitting inches away that painted the picture of Charlotte Hawthorne: Menace to Society.

      “Your father is on his way. I will explain the circumstances to him. Don’t take this lightly. I am going easy on you just this once. Any other outbursts from you and I will be forced to take harsher disciplinary action.”

      My father? How in the hell did Principal McCleary have that kind of juice. My father refused to let anything interfere with his work day. Even when I broke my arm, it was my brother who came to my rescue.

      I hear the clearing of someone’s throat behind me. I twist in my seat. Mt heart sinks. My father’s disapproving and enraged glare is ripping into my flesh like a ravenous wolverine.

      “Charlotte, it’s time to go.” My father’s broad body takes up the entire doorway to the small office. He towers over me, and instantly I am an ant ready to be squashed by his shoe.

      Following my father out of the office, I feel eyes boring into me. Glancing back, Xander is just staring over at me, leaning against the far wall of the building with two cronies on either side. His smoldering stare cuts through me as he mouths the word Puppet.

      Without hesitation, I flip him off. As he starts to laugh, my blood boils.

      “Charlotte,” my father barks next to Rolland’s Town Car. “I am not in the mood.”

      I want to stay and fight.

      I want to prove that I am not going to let Xander trample me. I am not Mufasa. He is not a herd of wildebeests.

      My father’s heavy hand wraps around my wrist, yanking me toward him. “I am not going to say it twice.”

      I slide into the backseat without protest. This was a war. One by one I will win battles. I will be victorious.

      My father slides in behind me. The divider is up. We were alone. I didn’t have Rolland to offer a kind glance in the rearview.

      “What did I warn you about this morning?” Charles Hawthorne’s signature growl rips into my ear. I keep my eyes forward. I can’t look at his thundering eyes. I can’t see the disgust in his glare right now.

      “I didn’t do it,” I mutter. One last ditch effort to profess my innocence.

      “Then why are you the one with detention? Why was I pulled out of a meeting to collect my daughter on her first day of school?” he snarls. The heat radiating off my father burns at my flesh, down to the bone. It makes my heart sink into my churning stomach.

      “It won’t happen again, sir.” I retreat.

      No freaking way.

      I’m not going to be a puppet for Xander’s—or anyone’s—amusement.

      Effective immediately, I’m going to start pulling the strings on my life myself.
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Xander

        

      

    

    
      “Some things haven’t changed, huh? Big Daddy Hawthorne still has a flagpole up his ass.” Asher snickers, reclining in a large leather chair. I toss him a bottle of VitaminWater and sink onto the couch.

      “Looks like,” I grunt in reply. Fucking asshole rolling up in his precious car like the pretentious douchebag he is. I know he heard me laugh. But he wouldn’t even give me the satisfaction of a glare so I could have told him to suck my cock right to his face.

      Guess I’ll have to try harder next time. Really ruffle his ass feathers.

      Because knowing I got the best of Charlotte wasn’t enough. I want that bastard to feel it, too...every single thing I do to torture his puppet of a daughter is gonna come back to bite him in the dick. I’ll make sure of that.

      “What’s the deal with you guys, anyway?” Chase asks, taking a long sip of his drink. “She disappears in the middle of sophomore year, and nothing? You guys were constantly up each other’s asses for as long as I can remember. But you never said anything after she took off. Why not?”

      I shrug. “Nothing to say. It was bound to happen. We don’t exactly run in the same circles. Shit would have fallen apart on its own anyway.” But even as I speak the words, I know they’re bullshit. I would have done anything for her, to keep whatever friendship we had intact. I wasn’t afraid of her parents or their money. Hell, my family has enough to rival theirs. But her father didn’t give a damn about who had more to spend...only who had more to gain by me and Char being apart.

      He fucking won, because once she left, I lost everything.

      My life, my soul, my purpose.

      And even though I do serve a purpose now, it’s a hollow existence.

      I care about nothing.

      I empathize with nothing.

      I am nothing.

      “Xander, I love you! Please don’t go! Don’t leave me!”

      I remember those words...words that tumbled in desperation from Char’s lips as if they were just spoken moments ago, but the truth is, I didn’t leave her. She left me, a long time before that.

      When she picked her family over her alleged love.

      Love. What a joke. It’s just a word. That’s all it ever was, at least on her side.

      Because you don’t just walk away if something matters to you. You don’t agree to hop a plane to London to satisfy your prick-ass father’s need to control every single element of your life.

      You fight for it.

      You bleed for it.

      You never cower from it.

      She cowered. She caved. She’d made her decision before she even let me in on the plan.

      The same way she’d done for years before that.

      I always ignored it because I may not have known much, but I knew, even back then, that I needed her in my life.

      And she needed me, too, except she was afraid to admit it to her father.

      She didn’t fight for me. She knew the hellfire that would rain down on her if she spoke against him. He’d been pulling the strings for years, and Char just let it happen, never standing up for what she wanted.

      What she deserved.

      And I refused to sit on the sidelines and watch for a fucking second longer.

      So, yeah, I high-tailed it out of there and threw myself to the rabid wolves waiting in the wings.

      I needed her, and she cast me aside like trash.

      The trash her parents have always seen me as being.

      “I don’t know why you’re sitting here grousing about her being back,” Asher says.

      “I’m not grousing,” I grumble.

      “Okay, sorry. You’re just acting like a moody bitch because…?” Asher lifts an eyebrow, and at this second, I fucking hate him for calling me out, exposing me for the very things about myself that I hate.

      The fact that much as I try not to, I still do feel when it comes to Char.

      A lot.

      I leap up from my chair and launch my body at his, my hand gripping his shoulder tight, my lips hissing right against his face. “Don’t you ever make a comment like that again, do you understand me? You’ve got a place, yeah?”

      Asher’s eyes widen and he nods, clearly not expecting my calculated move.

      “If you don’t want to lose it,” I say in a low voice. “Then don’t fucking dare ask me a question like that. You have a great life right now. Don’t fuck it up because you think you can pull off being a smart-ass.”

      “Easy, Xan. I didn’t mean to piss you off.” Asher puts up both of his hands and I back away, raking a hand through my hair.

      Jesus Christ.

      I’m as bad as Jase.

      “Forget it,” I grunt.

      “Forget what? That you’re pussy-whipped again because your little rich-bitch girlfriend rolled back into town and showed up with an insanely hot body courtesy of all the fish and chips she’s been eating?”

      I clench my fists as the snide voice of my brother slithers over my skin like a slimy fucking leech.

      Not now, dammit!

      Jase walks into the room, arms folded and wearing a shit-eating grin.

      I’ll make him eat shit.

      We’ll see if he smiles that big afterward.

      “How the fuck do you know she’s back?”

      “I mighta seen her with another hot piece of ass walking together when I passed by your little school earlier.” He licks his lips. “Mm. I’d love to tap that.” Then he lets out a sick snicker. “Well, that and that actually.”

      “Actually. Big word for you, bro. Don’t choke on it,” I say in a sharp tone, grabbing my jacket and nodding to the guys. “Let’s get out of here. ”

      Jase grabs my arm as the guys make a beeline for the front door. Nobody relishes being around my turd of a brother for too long because everyone knows he’s a loose cannon, someone who can blow off heads at any given second for pretty much no reason at all. “Don’t get your panties in a wad just because she might prefer a real man now that she’s done honking the English horns. And we both know she’ll be addicted once she gets a taste of my cock.”

      “Oh, you mean your STD-infected cock? The one you ram into any hole you can find, no matter who it’s attached to?” I puff out my chest, pulling my spine straight up to meet his gaze face to snarling face.

      Jase snickers. “Don’t be jealous, baby bro.” He nods at the guys backing out of the house. “I’m sure you’re at least packing more than these two clowns, anyway.” He narrows his eyes. “Speaking of which, where are you dumbasses headed anyway?”

      My face twists into a grimace. “If I don’t tell you, you’ll have me tailed anyway. So why fucking bother asking?”

      Jase sweeps a hand through his spiky black hair and lets out a loud rumbling chuckle. “So you’re still pissed off at me, huh? For selling you out?” The laughter stops abruptly and he backs me against a wall. “For telling Dad what a fucking stupid move you made...the one you were specifically told not to make?”

      “Is that the real reason, Jase?” I seethe, pushing my weight against him. “Did you tell Dad because you thought it would be bad for the family? Or bad for you?”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” he yells, slamming a fist against the wall next to me.

      “You need me to say it, brother?” My chest shudders with rage as I draw in sharp breath after sharp breath. Each one slices away at my insides, shredding me more and more. A quick glance out the front door confirms the guys are close enough to the house to be within earshot.

      And they can’t witness this...any of it.

      For plenty of reasons, namely their safety.

      If Jase thinks they’ve heard anything and he’s at risk of looking like an asshole, then he’ll have a point to prove.

      Twice.

      “Yeah,” he says, a murderous look glimmering in his dark eyes. “Say it. I wanna hear you say it! And then I’m gonna stuff those words right back down your punk ass throat!”

      My eyes slide back to my friends’ questioning looks.

      This double life is wearing. Half the time, I’m used as a physical and verbal punching bag for my unhinged brother while he sends me off to do his ‘errands’, all the menial shit to keep me occupied and away from the big-ticket stuff he wants to take all the credit for. And the other half I spend trying to convince the rest of the world that despite what happens within the walls of this monstrosity of a mansion, I really am king of my own domain.

      “I’m leaving.”

      “Yeah, you are.” He rolls his eyes and walks back into the expansive granite-and-marble-adorned kitchen. “You’d better not have let those idiots in on anything that we discuss. They look way too interested in what we’re talking about.” He cranes his neck, and when they see him focusing his menacing glare on them, they quickly avert their eyes.

      “They’re fine. They don’t know anything about this.”

      “I’m serious, Xander.” A strange expression shadows his stubbled face. “You really fucked up by going to that club the other night. You exposed our hand. You showed them that we’re vulnerable, that we need something. You made us look like we’re floundering.”

      “We are,” I say through gritted teeth. “So why not try to find the bastard we’re looking for before he annihilates us first?”

      “First, don’t you dare tell me what to do, you little prick. Second, this goes way beyond slicing off some fingers.”

      “I think I’ve proven I can go beyond slicing off fingers.” I quirk an eyebrow, and his nostrils flare. Good. I knew that’d piss him off.

      But he must decide to swallow whatever is festering in his throat. I can see him struggle not to spew it out, and I love that he’s waging this inner battle. Saying anything just makes it more real, and Jase needs to make sure it stays buried, never to be uttered in the company of outsiders. Never to be spoken of again. “Let me give you a little bit of advice,” he says in a terse voice, changing direction. “Just remember to keep your friends close but your enemies closer. It might save your pathetic life, Xander.”

      “I’m pretty clear on both, so yeah. Thanks for the brotherly advice. I hope you don’t choke on your dinner, asshat.”

      Enemies.

      Who’d have ever thought my own brother would top that list?
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      “Mom?” I mutter, walking into my parents’ study.

      She’s sitting on her favorite recliner with a martini in one hand and a hard-cover book in the other. Her eyes are slits as she stares at the same page for at least a minute.

      And that’s only the amount of time I’ve been standing here. Has she gone deaf? What in the fuck is wrong with her?

      “Mom!” I bark a little louder.

      Her gaze lazily meets mine. “Oh, Charlotte. You’re home early.” Her remark is labored and slurred.

      “Dad didn’t talk to you yet?”

      How in the world is that even possible?

      Without warning, the menacing presence of my father floods the room.

      “Charlotte, your mother and I need a minute,” he snarls at me. His chest is puffed out. His face is blaring red. His hands ball into fists as his jaw clenches tightly.

      “I’ll be in my room.” I hightail it out of there. I know that nothing good is going to come from their discussion. I wanted to stay. I wanted to try to explain again, but it isn’t worth it. They have their opinion of me and I can’t blame them for it. I fucked up in London. I went down a rabbit hole of partying and rebelling. But what else was I supposed to do? I’m a teenager just trying to fit in. And now I don’t know how to fix it. How to fix us.

      All I want is to make them proud. Prove to the Hawthornes that I am worthy of the name, worthy of being their daughter.

      Sinking onto my bed, I feel the sting of Xander’s eyes. The raking of that burning stare as hatred oozed from every pore on his massive body.

      The malice that laced his words as he told me to fuck off. The stiffness of his spine as he turned away from me again.

      My stomach tightens.

      Fucking ridiculous.

      I hate how my body reacts to him. How after all of this time he can still evoke so much emotion. Love and hate battling so feverishly in my brain. We used to be everything to each other. Now we’re everything the other hates.

      “Xander, I love you! Please don’t go! Don’t leave me!”

      My own words assault me. They were so real, so pure. Everything to me. And Xander just threw them away, threw them back at me. He tossed me aside in one swift motion like it was the easiest thing in the world for him to do. How could he not fight for me? Fight for us? We had been best friends since we were five years old. From the very second that we first met. And in an instant, it was like none of it ever happened. I didn’t matter to him. To anyone. I was discarded like an old rag over and over again.

      Not anymore.

      Never again.

      I don’t know the person he’s become, but it’s definitely not one I want to associate with anymore.

      I cock an eyebrow, staring at my reflection in the full-length mirror. With a swift shake of my head, a frustrated sigh escapes my mouth.

      Bitch is a liar.

      Grabbing my phone, I dial Abby.

      Please don’t be asleep.

      “Hello?” I hear her yawn into the receiver.

      “Did I wake you?” I ask, feeling like a complete asshole.

      “Just getting some reading done. What’s going on?”

      “I wish I never left,” I admit.

      “Char, you know that you’ll always have a place here, but I think you need to give your home another shot. I mean, can it really be that bad to be home. I’d give my left tit for my folks to want me to be around.”

      Yep. I am an asshole. Abby doesn’t know anything anyway. I never let her in. And maybe we were never friends, well, real friends. She only knows the Charlotte Hawthorne I let her know. The party girl who didn’t have a troubled past or a broken heart. I had reinvented myself in London because it was easier than dealing with my reality.

      “Yeah, maybe you’re right. Thanks, Abbs.”

      “Don’t mention it. I need to get to bed.”

      “’Night.”

      The phone call ends and my heart sinks. I knew that it was my last call with her. People always say that they will keep in touch when someone moves away. That’s bullshit. Everyone just goes on with their lives and move on. In today’s society, social media is the only connection left, the last little string that is attached to former friends. A like here, a comment there. Facebook and Instagram are it. No one just picks up the phone anymore to check in. they stalk social media, trolling around. But, oh well. That’s life and now I need to move on. Abby was right, I need to give Ridgeview a little bit of a chance. At least Ellie seems real, like a person who won’t ask too many questions. I clicked on the newest saved contact.

      “Hey, girl,” Ellie answered quickly.

      “I need to get out of here tonight. Wanna go out?”

      “Music to my ears. Heck yes, I do.”

      “Perfect.”

      “Name the place and time and I will be there with bells on and some good stuff that I’ve been saving.”

      “Pick you up around nine?”

      “Sounds like a plan. I’ll text you my address.”

      Glancing at the time on my phone, I realize that there are a few hours to kill before I am supposed to meet up with Ellie.

      I dive into the top of my closet and retrieve my old riding gear. Damn, I hope it still fits. Maybe a bit of wind in my hair and an open pasture and I will start to feel better.

      “Rolland!” I holler through the foyer with my breeches and riding boots already on.

      “Yes?” he asks, stalking out of my father’s study.

      “Would you mind taking me for a little ride. I think it is high time I jump back into the saddle before my next lesson. I don’t want to be completely rusty on Sunday and make a fool outta myself.” I bat my eyelashes at him as he digs his keyring out of his pocket.

      “It would be my pleasure.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, boy,” I coo to my jet-black steed as I walk up to his stall.

      The whinny that he lets out as he presses his nose to my cheek is absolutely adorable. It was palpable how much he had missed me.

      “Same here,” I whisper, leaning my forehead right onto the middle of his long face. “I missed you, too.”

      His dappling was perfect. It made me feel so much better knowing that someone has been looking out for Midnight Jewel while I was gone. The best that the Hawthorne money could offer. My father probably thought of it as an investment. I know people would kill to get their hands on the bloodline that is coursing through Midnight’s veins, but he was all mine and I needed to start being grateful for that.

      How could I have forgotten how nice it was to be greeted by Midnight for my lessons. We had a connection. We were a team. And damn, it felt nice to be reminded of that fact.

      I feel so foolish for fighting my riding lessons for years. Maybe I just needed to be away for a little while to learn to appreciate what I did have in Ridgeview. My life wasn’t perfect, but there were some perfect parts in it.

      After getting him tacked and ready to go, I walk Midnight out of his stall, over to a deserted pasture just waiting for us.

      I smile as the wind whisks by perfectly as Midnight starts to break into a cantor. The subtle glow of the beginning of sunset sets the stage for a perfect evening for this. My heart is still heavy, I am still a little jarred from how crappy of a first day I had at Ridgeview Prep, but it was getting a little better now. Once I hang out with Ellie and wash this day down with a little bit of liquid-forgetting potion, I am going to be right as rain. Or at least I hope so.
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        * * *

      

      With a pair of sky-high heels clutched in my hand, I snake the keys to my father’s prized white Bentley Coupe, with the custom black and wood interior, out of the dish next to the front door. I would have just climbed for the trellis and gotten an Uber, but my legs were dead from the ride I had taken. I couldn’t believe that only an hour on Midnight’s back could kill me like that, but I guess that is the price I am going to have to pay for taking a year-and-a-half off from riding. Besides, I’ll have the Bentley back home before Daddy Hawthorne even has the chance to realize that his precious Delilah is missing.

      Who names their cars anymore? My father. That’s who. He loves that damn thing more than anything in the entire world. It’s the child he always wanted. She’s perfect, doesn’t talk back, dripping with class, and always pristine.

      I trot in bare feet out of the front door, into the detached garage that has our fleet of vehicles. None of them are mine. My parents don’t believe in women driving themselves anywhere. It was a fucking fight to get them to let me get my driver’s license. Which I had to get in London. After pleading for it over and over, they finally caved. That was the only battle I have ever won to date with the Hawthornes.

      I suck in a deep breath as the engine purrs to life. The gentle hum vibrates through my hands. I plug Ellie’s address into my phone’s GPS and pull out of the massive driveway.

      Freedom. It pulses through me as I weave through the quiet streets. It’s weird to be driving on the right side of the road, but I manage just fine for the short trek to Ellie’s.

      Rattling off a message, I let Ellie know that I am parked out in front of her home. It is an adorable Tudor that could fit inside one wing of Hawthorne Manor even though it’s damn huge on its own. I am jealous of how cozy it seems. It looks like a real family resides there. Not a fucked-up illusion of one.

      Ellie scampers over quickly in fuck-me heels, a short plum dress, and gorgeous long curls. Diving into the passenger’s seat, she beams at me.

      “Nice wheels,” she giggles.

      “Borrowed her from my dad. Doubt he’ll even notice.” I shrug, staring at the detailed wood grain on the dashboard.

      “Doing drugs in style,” she remarks, pulling out a couple of pills from her gold clutch.

      “Is there any other way,” I tease, taking the tiny blue-stamped tablet from her.

      “Have you ever done this before?” she asked through her red painted lips.

      I eye the little pill. “MDMA?”

      She nods.

      “Only once, but I remember it being ah-mazing,” I sing out, my lips finally pulling into a genuine smile. They were so few and far between for me these days, I always took notice when my face contorted into a grin.

      “We’re going to have a great night,” she chortles before tossing the drug into the back of her mouth.

      “I know just the place.”

      I narrow my eyes, put the car in gear and head back to the club that I had been to the night before.

      Because sometimes I think I’m just a glutton for punishment.

      “You have a fake, right?” I should have checked before we started our little adventure but I felt like everyone had them. It wasn’t hard to get one, and in our town they were necessary to go anywhere fun.

      “Of course I do,” Ellie scoffed, fixing her tits so they popped out of her plunging scoop neck more.

      “Let’s do this.”

      I toss the keys to the Bentley over to the valet with a fifty-dollar bill once we roll up to the front of the club.

      “Keep her close, please, handsome,” I coo, batting my long lashes at the scrawny pimple-faced parking attendant.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He eyes the car like it is a stripper on a pole.

      I roll my eyes dramatically. Men and their lust for expensive cars. I’ll never understand the allure. As long as it is comfortable and can get me from point A to B, I am good to go.

      Ellie starts to head for the back of the line. Grabbing her hand, I chuckle. “We don’t have to wait in that line with the peasants,” I tease into her ear. “Follow me.”

      Walking straight up to the same bouncer from the night before, I lick my bottom lip. “I was hoping I’d see you again.”

      Pulling out my fake ID, I hand him Ellie’s and mine with a C-note tucked underneath.

      “Two nights in a row, lucky me,” the bouncer growls with a husky breath as he glances at our IDs. “Have fun, ladies.”

      “Come have a drink with us if your shift ends early.” I puff out my chest, retrieving our IDs. I know he is looking down the front of my dress. It’s the point. We weren’t jail bait. Fresh meat of eighteen is legal. He just would never know that we weren’t twenty-two.

      “We’ll see.”

      I let my fingers brush over the back of his hand before he lifts the red rope for me once again.

      Ellie follows me as we weave through the sweating, gyrating bodies packed like sardines on the dance floor.

      The pounding bass thumps in my chest while we shove our way to the bar.

      “What do you want?” I yell into Ellie’s ear over the loud electronica.

      “Whiskey, ginger.”

      I order two of them, handing the tattooed bartender some cash. “Keep the change.”

      She smiles at me with a little nod. One thing I learned quickly over in London—you always tip a lot on the first drink. It ensures that you’re taken care of all night.

      “Let’s dance!” Ellie elates. The ecstasy is soaking our blood. The alcohol is about to enhance it. We were in for one wild ride tonight, that’s for sure.

      My mind fogs in the best of ways as the music erupts inside of me. Dancing our hearts out together in the middle of the dance floor is the best ever. I needed this. I don’t even notice how tired and sore my legs are anymore. A welcomed little addition to the little mix of elicit substances that were soaking my bloodstream.

      After a few songs, Ellie points to her drink. “Be right back. Want anything?”

      I shake my head, bouncing along with the rhythm of the song.

      Closing my eyes, I let everything melt away. It’s just me, my intoxication, and the music.

      My Zen is interrupted by a hand on my hip and lips next to my ear.

      “Charlotte Hawthorne. Does Charles know his precious daughter is out of her cage?” The snarl stiffens my spine as my eyes pop open.

      The scar is the first thing I see. The same one that was at the airport. The same hollowed eyes piercing into my soul.

      “Excuse me?” I try to take a step back, but there are too many people for me to retreat.

      “You heard me,” he rumbles at me through gritted teeth.

      “Do I know you?”

      His thin lips purse as they lift into a sinister smile. “I know you.”

      “I need to find my friend.”

      His fingers tighten around my wrist. “You really need to be more careful. You wouldn’t want to find yourself in a situation that you don’t want to be in, now would you, Miss Hawthorne.”

      His lips linger on my cheek as I try to wriggle away from him.

      “Get your slimy hand off of me. Fucking creep.”

      “You have no idea” he snickers. “Have a good night, Lottie.”

      My nickname burns my ears. How does he know that? My father is the only person on this planet who has ever called me that.

      Thank God, because it is the worst nickname on the planet.

      With his eyes still glued on me, the stranger slithers through the crowd.

      My heart is pounding. My buzz is fading.

      What just happened?

      Who the fuck is that?

      “Going somewhere?” Xander howls, his arms folded over his wide chest.

      Is it douchebag night at the club or something? What in the holy hell is going on? I am not in the fucking mood. All I wanted was to have some fun. Was that too much to ask?

      “Shove off, Xan.” I try to elbow past him, but he cements his feet in my path.

      “Not so fast, Puppet. We didn’t even have a chance to have a drink together.” His voice is low as he bends down to whisper in my ear.

      Instantly, cold liquid and ice go rushing down my cleavage.

      “Oops.”

      “What in the fuck, Xander? Have you lost your damn mind?” I yell, pushing him to the side.

      “What the fuck were you doing talking to that guy?”

      An icy sensation glides through my insides. “What guy?”

      Xander backs me against a column and a glass shatters on the floor when my back slams into the ledge behind me. “I’m not playing around. What was he whispering to you?”

      The sheer panic generated by Scarface isn’t enough to stop the anger from creeping into my voice. “It’s none of your damn business, asshole. You gave up the right to have a conversation with me when you blocked me and cut me out of your pathetic excuse for a life!” I struggle against him, but his grip is too tight.

      Physically and emotionally, if I’m being honest.

      Even after all of that time.

      Dammit!

      Maybe I’m the pathetic one in this scenario.

      His jaw tightens and a surge of satisfaction lifts my lips into a smug smile, even though the man’s chilling words still have my stomach twisted in knots. Right now, I’m flooded with conflict and pent-up desire, so much so that I can’t even think straight...the guy’s veiled threats, Xander’s interrogation. It’s all too much.

      All I can focus on is his hot breath fluttering against my cheeks and his full lips, so close to mine, forming words that are no longer accompanied by sound.

      God, I want to taste…

      Argh!

      Snap out of it, Char! This guy? Really?

      I blink fast, struggling to see clearly through my lust-induced fog.

      “You shouldn’t be here alone. Where’s your boyfriend?” he snarls against my hair.

      I blink at him, trying to rip my arm out of his grasp.

      “I have no idea what or who you are talking about.”

      “Don’t play dumb, Puppet. It doesn’t suit you. Blaine seemed pretty happy to have you back. At least that makes one person in this godforsaken town.”

      “It’s none of your business. You’re the one who cut me out, remember? You don’t get to give your opinion on my choices. You’ve got no right to treat me this way. It was my life that was completely uprooted, my life that was disregarded. And when I needed you most, you bailed. You’re a piece of shit and you don’t deserve me to so much as look at you, much less talk to you!”

      My gaze lands on two guys flanking Xander on either side. Holy freaking hotness. How did I miss at school how hot these two are? Their smirks indicate that they’re enjoying the show, and I won’t lie. They’re adding to the growing arousal initiated by Xander’s tight grip on my arm.

      But it’s Xander’s low growl that tears me from my little salacious fantasy and dumps me back to reality.

      “I want you out of here. Now.” He snakes an arm around my waist, pressing his body against mine. My skin prickles from his warmth and the familiar cologne that teases my senses. Blood rushes between my temples as my eyes slam shut. I hate how much desire floods me, and the damn X that I took isn’t helping matters either. His intoxicating scent. His ripped muscles. His commanding presence. It all consumes every inch of my body, betraying me completely. Fucking slut of a body filling with all of the desire I had a little over a year ago. I can still feel his lips on mine. Still taste them.

      “Fuck off, Xander. I am not going to tell you again. My life and my choices are none of your goddamn business!” My knees tremble as he twists his arm around mine, forcing me into him, his lips centimeters away from my ear.

      “See, that’s where you’re wrong. They weren’t yours before, and they sure as hell aren’t now. You’re my puppet now. I don’t take orders from you. I give them.”
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      “Oh, yeah? You want to pull on something?” Charlotte snips, holding up her one free hand in front of my face. “Oh, wait, let me do it since your hands are otherwise occupied.” Her middle finger shoots up and the guys snicker behind me. “There’s my response, Xander.” She cocks her head to one side. “I think that makes things pretty clear, yeah?”

      I grip her tighter, making her yelp. She has no fucking idea what she’s doing. None! “Get the fuck out of here and don’t come back,” I hiss against her shiny blonde hair…the hair that still smells of fresh citrus. I actually stole a bottle of it from her bathroom once. Stupid kid that I was. Like that simple scent could conjure up the girl I loved and lost when she made it damn clear she didn’t feel the same way, that her desperate words were just complete bullshit.

      “Don’t you ever tell me what to do!” she screams, her piercing voice blending neatly into the background of pulsating electronica. “I hate you!”

      “Fuck,” Asher says, chuckling to my left. “She sure told you, man. I think you need to discipline this one. Hard.”

      I spin around, my eyes narrowed to slits. That’s all he needs to see. His hands fly into the air and he cowers to my fierce glare. His eyes widen. “Xan, relax. She doesn’t know what she’s saying, okay? She’s probably blasted.”

      “And what’s your excuse?” I grunt. “Are you so blasted that you dare say something like that to me?”

      “Xander, calm down. He didn’t mean anything by it. He’s fucking around with you,” Chase says, sliding closer to Asher like he can stop me.

      Nobody can!

      “So this is it, huh?” Charlotte asks in a snide tone. “This is who you’ve become? A nasty and controlling bastard who makes himself feel better about it by tearing down people around him? Maybe being Jase’s bitch has turned you into him.”

      I flip back around, a garbled response wedged in my throat when my eyes land on her glossy pink lips. I want to tear them off with my teeth and devour her like a predator in the wild does with its prey.

      And I’d savor every last bite.

      Jesus Christ. I showed up here tonight on the off-chance I could catch someone on Moretti’s crew cozying up to that two-faced dickhead Lorenzo so I can take that information back to my dad and pull myself off his shit list. Instead, I get my balls handed to me, not only by Charlotte, but by my own fucking crew.

      Oh yeah, and now I’ve lost my only damn lead.

      The one stupid enough to hit on Charlotte.

      My fists clench.

      He has no idea either, stupid bastard.

      “Come on, Xander,” Charlotte taunts. “You can’t deny it, can you?” Her blue eyes spit pure fire, white hot embers that scorch my blackened heart. But still I don’t loosen my grip. “You’ve turned into the very person you hate more than anyone.”

      “That would be impossible,” I say in a low voice, my words dripping with every last ounce of disdain I can muster. “Since that person is you.”

      She blinks fast, her expression telling me that she doesn’t quite believe what her ears have just heard.

      “Oh, no response for that, huh?” I shake my head. “You know what they say. Don’t dish it out if you can’t take it.”

      Her chin juts out and she shakes her hair back, obviously trying to think of a comeback. My eyes betray me when they follow its path over her shoulder as the glossy waves settle on her luscious left tit.

      I remember that tit. I remember how her nipple hardened when I grazed it, how she moaned into my mouth when I went in for the other one…

      Right before she blew apart my whole world.

      “What the hell is going on here?”

      A shrill voice has my attention, and my eyes dart to the right, my gaze colliding with the harsh one of a chick I saw at school with Charlotte earlier in the day. Can’t remember her name, though. And it’s not like she has a memorable enough rack to command my attention, anyway.

      “Char?” The girl presses, her accusatory gaze morphing into a questioning one as she regards her friend…the one I currently have pinned against a wall.

      Charlotte’s lips press into a straight line. “Nothing to worry about, Ellie,” she seethes, her eyes never leaving mine. “Actually, less than nothing.”

      I drop her arm, and she flexes her wrist, eyeing me like I’m a roach crawling out of her underwear drawer. I didn’t mean to hurt her. But like everything else in my life, I feel the constant need to assert control in the hopes that I may actually get some.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” The girl screams at me, obviously trying to defend her friend.

      “There’s nothing wrong with me. But, there’s a hell of a lot wrong with her,” I say, nodding my head toward Charlotte. “You really should be a little more choosy about your friends. You don’t want to be kicked to the curb one day because Daddy Hawthorne gets a bug up his ass.” I return my glare to Charlotte. “And trust me, it’ll happen because Char here can’t seem to figure out a way to live her own goddamn life on her terms.” I shrug. “Sooner or later, she’ll throw you out like a dirty fucking diaper.”

      “I was smart to walk away from you!” Charlotte shrieks. “Go fuck yourself, Xander! Don’t you have to go suck your brother’s cock or something? Don’t let us keep you.” She slams the palms of her hands against my chest, barely moving me, but I take a couple of steps backward anyway. I just caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of my eye, and I don’t like it one single bit.

      My hand lands on her forearm one last time, our eyes locking. “Leave now. And don’t come back, Puppet. You’ve got no business being here and if this chick is the only protection you’ve got, you’re fucked next time you step through that door.”

      As much as I despise her, I have to keep her from this place.

      But the worst part is that I can’t tell her why.

      “He’s harassing us!” Ellie calls over to a bouncer.

      I drop Charlotte’s arm and grit my teeth at the pain in the ass she came with. “You’ll regret that she did that, Puppet. Mark my words.”

      I raise my hands into the air as Mark, the hulking bouncer, walks over. We exchange a glance. “Nothing to see here, man. I was just saying hi to an old friend.”

      Mark nods, his gaze darting between mine and Charlotte’s steely one. It lands on me last and he backs away. “I think maybe it’s time to go, ladies.”

      I don’t even bother to hide my smug smirk. Finally. A shred of control goes into my back pocket.

      Charlotte scoffs, flipping her hair. “That’s rich. Not only are you an egotistical douchebag, but of course, you have all of these half-wit beefcakes scared for their lives.” She eyes Mark with a quirked brow. “Half-wit seems like it might be more of a compliment.”

      Egotistical, yes. Douchebag, yes.

      Idiot? Hell fucking no.

      I know if Mark escorts them out, there’s no way the dude with the scar will get near Charlotte again.

      He folds his arms across his massive chest and I figure, even if Lorenzo is fucking with my family, at least his crew doesn’t know about it.

      Silver lining.

      And now I just need to get her the hell out of here so I can chase down the one link that can lead me back to Moretti.

      Because I saw him with Charlotte.

      Just like I watched him with a handful of other gorgeous young blondes earlier tonight.

      He’s on the hunt, commissioned by Moretti.

      I’d stake my life on it.

      And my ‘friend’ Renzi is just letting it happen, right under his sniveling nose.

      He’s gonna let that scumbag snatch that tight young pussy and sell it to help Moretti expand his trafficking business.

      Renzi, I hope ya got paid well because if I can prove it, I’ll shove a roll of pennies up your ass and pull each one out of your throat.

      “At least he’s smart enough to know a lost cause when he sees one.” I chuckle. “Are you still questioning it, Puppet?”

      Her eyes are wild, her jaw damn-near dropping to the floor.

      “Go,” I mouth, flicking my thumb toward the door. I give Mark a nod. “Show them out, will ya?”

      Mark nudges Charlotte forward and she elbows him in the ribs. God, I love this badass bitch she’s transformed into. Fish and chips breathed fire into that lost soul, I guess.

      Well, fish, chips, and warm Guinness.

      Makes me want to fuck her that much more.

      Charlotte’s friend grabs her arm and guides her out of the club under my watchful stare.

      I turn to Asher and Chase. “You’ve got a job to do,” I grumble. “I hope you packed your equipment.”

      They exchange glances. “Okay, where are we going?”

      I square my shoulders as Mark leads the girls outside.

      “We’re about to find out.”

      I push through the crowd now that the girls are safely out of view. I hawk the crowd, looking for my defaced target. That ugly ass mug should be pretty easy to spot. But as my eyes dart left and right, sweeping through crowds of young, hot co-eds in short skirts and half-shirts, I realize it will be impossible to spot if he’s gone.

      A chill slides through my insides.

      Gone, as in, lurking outside and waiting for a potential target leave the club.

      Unprotected.

      And I think I’m so damn smart.

      I barrel through the crowds and get right in Mark’s face when he comes back inside. “What happened to the girls you just sent packing?”

      His brows furrow. “They got into a Bentley and took off.”

      “Did you see anyone near their car?” My voice rises.

      Mark shakes his head. “Nobody. And I watched them go.”

      “Dude, what the hell is going on?” Chase asks in a low voice, pulling me away from the bouncer. “Why are you flipping the fuck out like this? What is that girl to you, anyway?”

      Chase and Asher don’t know about Char. About me and Char. We weren’t friends until after Char left. I never talked about her or what happened. They didn’t deserve to know. Didn’t need to know. No one did.

      I couldn’t risk them knowing.

      I needed to gain their trust and respect, so telling them that the love of my life left me to appease her father makes me sound like a Grade-A pussy.

      That kind of shit doesn’t command respect.

      It generates pity.

      And a perception of weakness.

      Both of which would make me come crashing down from my seat at the top of the food chain.

      “She’s nothing,” I hiss, raking a hand through my hair.

      “Seems like a little more than ‘nothing’,” Asher says.

      I shoot him a glare that can boil water. “If I wanted you to know more, I’d have given you more.”

      “You know, I’m sick of this bullshit, Xander,” Chase snarls. “Ever since she showed up at school today, you’ve been wound like a fucking top. What the hell gives, man?”

      I weigh my next words carefully, knowing Chase and Asher can’t ever find out about what I’m doing to show up my brother. “It’s been a rough week, guys. My dad has had some shit stolen from one of his construction sites a few different times this week, and I came here tonight because I got a tip on the guy who did it.”

      Chase looks at me like he doesn’t swallow a single bit of the bullshit I just shoved at them. “Why didn’t your dad send someone to take care of him?”

      “He did.” I raise an eyebrow. “He wants you guys. His request.”

      They look at each other again, and a glimmer of excitement shines in their eyes. They think they were tagged in by the big boss and damn, it gives them an insta-hard-on. Fucking A.

      Why didn’t I ever use that tactic before?

      I’d better file it away for next time.

      Because there’s always a next time.

      With another sweep of my eyes, I confirm that ugly ass mo-fo is gone.

      Unless he isn’t.

      I take in a sharp breath. Lorenzo’s office.

      If I catch him back there, if I hear them making plans, Dad will have to believe that the threat is real. And imminent.

      I look at the guys. “I need to hit the head before we take off. Give me a minute?”

      Two scantily dressed brunettes saunter over toward them and I use that as my escape, ducking down a darkened hallway with a secret doorway hidden away at one end.

      Lorenzo’s office.

      No security guards.

      That should have been my first red flag.

      Why wouldn’t Lorenzo have his security detail lining each side of the hallway, especially if he was meeting with someone from Moretti’s crew?

      I creep down the hallway, straining my ears to hear anything. On this side of the building, the music isn’t nearly as loud, so if there’s a conversation happening, I’m gonna hear every word.

      Except there’s no conversation.

      There are no voices at all.

      No people.

      Nothing.

      I slump against the wall, pressing my fists to my temples.

      I failed. Again.

      Goddammit!

      Dad and Jase wanted me to stay away from here because they knew what my presence here would say to the New York underworld. Moretti is a big-time drug dealer, weapons smuggler, and overall scourge of the Earth. He’s not stupid enough to put his livelihood out there like the skanky whores out on the dance floor who put their naked pussies on display for sport.

      Dad believed that me being seen at Lorenzo’s place would make it look like we’re just chasing our tails, waiting for the hammer to drop.

      And drop it always does.

      Most often where the neck meets the head.

      But screw that.

      Because I’m the one holding the machete this time.
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      My alarm blares, my temples throbbing in response to the harsh and sudden noise.

      Goddamn it all to ever-loving hell!

      I crack open my eyes and slam them shut immediately. They burn from the light pouring in through the slits in the floor-length jacquard drapes. I let out a groan and roll into my pillow.

      Did that all really happen last night?

      I rake my fingers through my matted hair, trying to process everything.

      The creepy stalker that knew way too much about me, including my freaking full name.

      His threatening words. His quivering lips. His gravelly voice. And that scar...the one that’s seared into my memory.

      I don’t even want to think about what he did to get it...or what happened to the person who did it.

      The memory sends cold chills shimmying down my spine.

      Without warning, Xander’s face pops into my head, replacing the creeper, maybe because he’d be the one I’d call for help?

      But he’s not that guy anymore, that’s for damn sure.

      Part of me hoped he’d be there when I went back to the club that second time. Did he feel the same way? Is that why he showed up there? Do I have two fucking stalkers?

      I scrub a hand down the front of my face and scrunch up my nose when I see the splotches of color streaked across my skin. My makeup. I never took it off before falling into bed at whatever godforsaken hour I rolled in.

      His words explode like bullets in my mind, and my chest tightens as I recall his forceful grip on my body. How dare he lay a finger on me when he gave up that right when he walked out on me? And why did he want me out of that club so badly, anyway?  It wasn’t like he or his family owned the damn place. Why would he care if I was out having a drink with a friend?

      I’m not his concern anymore. He made that crystal clear, multiple times.

      And I certainly don’t need a keeper.

      There. At least that’s one thing I don’t need.

      My skin prickles, the memory of his hard, muscular body pinning me to the wall making my insides radiate with warmth and desire. Goddammit! I am a serious head-case. That jackass bully has my panties damp and clinging to me. As angry as I am, there’s no denying the yearning that bubbles to the surface whenever he’s near. His intoxicating scent, his sinful lips, his half-hooded gaze.

      Sweet Jesus, I need a cold shower.

      And some makeup remover.

      I grit my teeth and slam my clenched fists on the mattress. I do not have feelings for that douche-nozzle! I do not find him attractive or desirable! I do not want to feel his devious fingers trailing across my flushed body!

      All of his delicious qualities vanished when he rejected me. Xander died that night, and a new asshole emerged from the ashes like a phoenix straight out of hell’s gates.

      I let out a loud groan and stick a pillow over my face, screaming into it.

      Maybe if I keep repeating that bullshit mantra, I’ll start to believe it.

      I slide out of my bed and trudge into the bathroom in my princess suite, squinting at the bright white marble as the lights illuminate the space.

      I throw my hair into a messy bun, remove my smeared makeup, and brush my teeth.

      I’m still clinging to the hope that a shower will help.

      But as the cold spray washes over me and all of my remorse and regrets, I realize it doesn’t.

      Nothing can help the overwhelming feeling of dread and loathing that has plagued me for years, but I still try. Being sent away from my home without a reason, when the only person who I thought I could count on was still here, sent me off the deep end. I felt pain all the time. Loss has been such a big part of my life since Andrew died, and only Xander had been able to fill that void. My parents retreated into their own worlds after the accident that claimed him, their relationship total and complete bullshit. They think they can hide behind a façade of money and things, but I see through it all. They fell apart. We all fell apart. And then they tore us apart. I hate them for it, for not caring about the one child they still had, for shipping me off and ruining everything good in my life.

      I rub my temples and turn the shower handle off. I know I shouldn’t have taken those pills last night. I never should have started taking anything in the first place, but boarding school was lonely, scary, and not the kind of adventure I was prepared for as a teenager. All I wanted to do was fit in, and in London the crowd I was fitting in with partied. Hard. It wasn’t all bad, though. The drugs and alcohol helped make me forget the dark cloud that loomed over me so I could feel normal for a little while...until the comedown. It’s always damn awful, something that I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy.

      No, I take that back. I would wish it on my worst—Xander. He’s the one who should feel like shit this morning for acting like such a deranged jerk last night.

      I step out of the glass enclosure and wrap myself in one of the plush, monogrammed towels my mother insists on me using. The fibers scratch my damp skin. Ugh. I hate coming down. Everything sucks.

      As if it didn’t already.

      I look around my bedroom...really look. It’s all so familiar and foreign at the same time. All of the memories staring back at me from the photos on my dresser and walls were so far into the past that they didn’t feel like my own. I was there for all of them. The pictures prove it. But I’ve plunged into so much murk since those happier times that I can’t actually recall the happiness I felt.

      Ear-to-ear smiles, flanked on both sides by Andrew and Xander, my two biggest fans, not a care in the world until both of them were yanked from my life.

      But as I look at those images now, I feel nothing but numb…my heart and my soul.

      My shoulders slump forward, turning away from my past life. I need caffeine. But coffee means I have to go downstairs. Where they are. God, I have so much to say to my parents...so much that’s been festering...but why would they bother listening to me now, of all times, when they never have before? I don’t want to see them. And I definitely don’t want to deal with my father’s wrath. A night to sleep on it would make other people mellow out, but not Charles Hawthorne. Time to mull things over only makes him more irate.

      Sucking in a deep breath, with my robe cinched tightly around my waist, I head for the stairs. Taking them one at a time to avoid creaks, I hold my breath, listening for voices. But the house is quiet.

      Where is everyone?

      And how did I get so lucky?

      Usually at this godforsaken hour, Moira is cooking breakfast in the kitchen watching the news, while my parents are in the parlor reading the paper in silence.

      It’s always silent now.

      No conversation.

      No laughter.

      No sign that a family actually cohabitates here.

      Because we sure as hell don’t live together.

      The kitchen is a ghost town. But since I’m a glutton for punishment, I wander through the house toward my father’s office. The door is open a crack, light creeping into the hallway, and the thunderous roar of my father’s voice means he’s on the warpath about something.

      I jump when his fist lands with a hard thump on the mahogany desk.

      Oh, yeah. He’s pissed off about something. Although, since rage is his preferred way of communicating, it’s hard to say whether or not it’s something big.

      “That is not what I want to hear, Jessup! You better bring me some better news before the day is done, or your days at Hawthorne Industries will be numbered. Do I make myself crystal clear?”

      Jessup, I don’t know who you are, but you’re screwed.

      He slams down the phone before letting out a bellowing growl.

      Great. Of course I’m the only one in this house right now. A target for his rage.

      I try to scurry away without being spotted, but he’s now standing in the doorway with his arms folded over his chest.

      He clears his throat to make his presence known. But he doesn’t need to. I can feel his fury from miles away.

      Think of something to say. Anything! Any reason why I’m over here!

      I spin on my heels, shoving my hands into the deep pockets of my fluffy robe. “I was just coming to find you to apologize for yesterday.” The words come out of my throat like choked gasps.

      “Is that so?” His brow quirks, his deep voice suspicious as he inches toward me. He has a pretty imposing frame — tall, wide shoulders, muscular chest. Intimidation personified.

      I nod, any other explanation that might save my ass right now completely evading me.

      “Don’t think I didn’t see him loitering when I came to the school yesterday,” he hisses, his face twisting into a grimace.

      “See w-who?” I ask, knowing full well who him is.

      “Do not let me find out that you’re tangled up with him again, Lottie, or there will be consequences. Serious ones.” Dad’s eyes narrow to slits. “He’s no good for you or for our family. I’m warning you once again to stay far away from him.”

      My jaw drops. I didn’t expect this. And something tells me I shouldn’t let my father in on the fact that Xander has made it his personal quest to make me suffer.

      Maybe I should tell my father. He’d make Xander pay.

      And maybe Dad and I would actually be on the same side for once.

      But as tempting as it is, I keep my comments in check. “He had nothing to do with it, Dad.”

      “And you’re sure about that?”

      “I haven’t even spoken to him since I’ve been back.”

      He steps closer. “If I find out you’re lying to me,” he starts, his threat hanging in the air between us.

      “I’m not,” I say. “I don’t want anything to do with him ever again.”

      Dad’s lips lift slightly, as if he’s just won. He always freaking does. “Good. And make sure I never get called away from a meeting because of any bullshit at school. You lived on your own for a while. Find your way at Ridgeview.”

      “Yes, sir.” My own words betray me. I hate that I cower to this man, but the last time I tried to stand up to him, I got shipped off to another continent. So why bother anymore?

      From out of nowhere, Rolland appears and rushes to my father’s side.

      “Sir,” he huffs, out of breath. “Someone has defaced your car!”

      Shit.

      My eyes grow wide as my father’s face turns a disturbing shade of red. From the look of panic on Rolland’s face, I can tell this is not going to be good. What could have happened to the car? It looked fine when I parked it last night!

      “What do you mean defaced?” my father bellows, towering over our quivering valet.

      “Someone scratched the word ‘Puppet’ into the paint of the trunk,” Rolland explains. “I already called the dealership and scheduled a restoration appointment for this afternoon. They will have it ready in a few days. I’ll take it over there myself in an hour.”

      My knees wobble, and I grab the wall to steady myself. Only one person would do something like that, and the obviousness of that slanderous nickname is a dead giveaway.

      Rooted in place, my entire body trembles. It was him.

      “Charlotte? Do you know anything about this?” My father stomps over to me, grabbing my upper arm harder than necessary.

      I blink quickly, shaking my head. “How could I?” I rasp.

      “So if I have the dealership check the computer on my car, it would show that it was safely in the garage all night?” His hot breath lands on my face. Dammit! Is that even a thing? Can they really track everywhere those damn cars go? Fuck my life!

      I swallow hard. I have no idea if I should call his bluff or not. It has to be a bluff, right?

      “I didn’t do anything to your car!” I insist, my voice quivering.

      Other than drive it to a club and then home after I got ambushed by Xander Iazetti.

      But I wasn’t going to tip my hand that quickly.

      “You’re trying to tell me someone broke into the locked and alarmed garage, carved ‘Puppet’ into the trunk, and didn’t stay to deface anything else, let alone steal anything?”

      “Dad, I swear. I didn’t do anything to your car. I wouldn’t!” I haven’t even been home a week. How could everything be going to hell already?

      He leans in close, sneering at me. My fingers itch to punch that furious expression right off his face, but I stand down. “I’ll get to the bottom of this, Lottie, I promise you that.” He puts his hands on my shoulders, the smell of stale coffee making my stomach roil. “But if I find out that you had a hand in this, you’ll wish you were still in London.”

      Ha! Too late! I do wish I was still in London.

      Mission accomplished, Dad.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Who would have thought that I would be happy repainting my locker? Anything to get me out of that damn house as fast as humanly possible.

      As I drag the brush over the final offensive letter, the first bell rings. Students flood the hallway in seconds, most of them snickering as they pass. I really don’t need this crap. I’ve been gone for over a year, and all of a sudden, I’m back and being slut-shamed because some asshole has a grudge.

      An asshole I used to love.

      The anger rages deep within me. Having to clean up Xander’s mess pisses me off, but he won’t have the last word. Especially after what he pulled last night.

      I didn’t choose this. I didn’t ask for any of it. All I wanted was for my parents to actually pay attention to me, for my best friend to love me back. Instead, I was cast aside and unceremoniously yanked back to some weird hell that some call prep school.

      Nothing here can prep me for what’s to become of my life.

      “You can cover over it as much as you want, but there aren’t enough coats of paint that can hide who you really are, slut,” a mousy voice cackles from behind me.

      I whip around, the paint brush still clutched in my hand. “What the fuck is your problem?” I grit my teeth, toe to toe with the girl whom Xander was sucking face with the other day. I give her a quick once-over. She’s got a good body, one that’s pouring out of the top and bottom of her uniform. But her smug face makes me cringe. What in the world does Xander see in this loose-pussy hooker?

      “You’re my problem, slut,” she seethes, narrowing her dark eyes at me. “Why don’t you just get your ass back on a plane to Bumfuck, Egypt, or wherever the hell you came from? No one wants your nasty ass around here, anyway.” She flashes a fake, toothy grin. “Including Xander. He’s moved onto greener, more fuckable pastures.”

      “Screw you, you dick-sucking trash,” I bellow, shoving her away from me. I was not about to take lip from Xander’s fuck-toy of the month.

      She stumbles backward, her eyes blazing. “He doesn’t want you. He told me all about how worthless he thinks you are. How pathetic you’ve always been. A spineless little puppet that can never stand up for herself.” The skanky bitch sticks her hands on her hips, her lips pursing into a sneer.

      “You can have him. Whores and douchebags tend to live happily-ever-after, don’t they? Oh, wait, he is just using you for the warm holes and gaping throat, or so I’ve been told.” I cock my head to the side. “Right?”

      “You fucking cunt!” she yells, lunging for me.

      Grabbing her hair with my free hand, I rake the paint brush down the side of her cheek and continue over the front of her half-buttoned shirt, streaking over the tops of her exposed tits. I work the brush until it forms a dark A.

      “Don’t mess with someone who has nothing to lose.” I growl at her.

      “Ahhhh!” she yells, grabbing my shoulder with her talon-like claws. Her left fist connects with my jaw, and a fierce, stinging sensation explodes into my cheek.

      Game on, bitch!

      I toss the paint brush to the floor, tearing at her long hair and pulling out her extensions. I let them fall to the floor, and her eyes go absolutely wild. I launch my fist back and clock her right in the nose. Blood gushes from her nose and she covers her face with her hands, her shrieks piercing the air.

      I allow myself a satisfied smile. The gray ‘A’ is now bright scarlet.

      Now, that’s damn poetic.

      “What in the fuck!” Xander’s arms grab both of us, ripping us apart from our impromptu cat fight. “Charlotte, Melina! Stop!”

      Trying to catch my breath, I shrug out of Xander’s grip.

      “Tell your bitch of a lap dog to leave me the fuck alone.” I scream at him. My teeth clench, my fists balled and ready to pummel.

      “Xander,” Melina paws at him like a pitiful child, holding a hand over her nose. “I was only trying to be nice to her. She attacked me!”

      “I’ll deal with you in a minute. Go clean yourself up, for Christ’s sake,” he snarls at her. His voice hitches as he glares hard at her disheveled body.

      Scampering off with tears flooding her eyes, Melina ducks into the girls’ bathroom down the hall.

      But before she disappears inside, she flashes me an evil smirk coupled with her middle finger. I have a number of places I’d like to tell her where to stick it, too.

      A few teachers make their way down the hall until Xander stops them dead in their tracks with a look.

      One pointed glare sends these people running in the opposite direction.

      What in the hell have I missed?

      “You’re really causing problems here, Puppet,” Xander creeps forward, closing the space between us. He backs me into the lockers, but lucky for me, I avoid my own wet one.

      Sucking in a sharp breath, I churn my jaw. “I think it’s you who’s causing all of the fucking problems, jerkoff.”

      “Jerkoff,” he chuckles. “Is that the best you can do?” His voice turns husky as he presses himself against me like he did at the club. He clearly doesn’t care that everyone in the hallway is staring at us.

      “Get the fuck off of me,” I mumble, making a half-hearted attempt to shove him away. “I don’t want you anywhere near me.” But he still doesn’t budge. He doubles me in weight and mass, easily, and he obviously has his own agenda.

      “You need to be more careful, Puppet. You’re going to find yourself in one hell of a mess if you don’t. Your daddy’s precious car will be the least of your worries if you don’t start listening to me.” His warning is calculated as his lips dance right against my ear, and my bitch of a body betrays me yet again, melting into him like he’s the chocolate and I’m the marshmallow in a delicious s’mores sandwich. I can feel his heartbeat against my chest and it’s fast and furious.

      Just like mine.

      This has to be affecting him.

      Argh! I don’t care if it is! I shouldn’t care! Why the fuck do I care?

      “If you haven’t figured it out yet, I run things around here. I have eyes everywhere, Puppet. I know everything you do. Everywhere you go. Everyone you hang out with. You’d better stay in line and stay far away from that club, otherwise I’ll yank those fucking strings again, do you hear me?”

      “You don’t own me, Xander. You can’t tell me what to fucking do!”

      His eyes are guarded, locked down like Fort freaking Knox. A pang assaults my chest. They used to be so open when he looked at me, so full of emotion. Good stuff, not the broody shit that has taken its place over time. I fooled myself into thinking what I saw wasn’t one-sided, that his feelings matched mine, and our connection...God, it was so powerful. I miss that. I miss it so fucking much, not that I’d ever admit to it. Those days are long gone, and allowing myself to go back to that time is like willingly taking a plunge into quicksand.

      I’ll get sucked in, never to be released from its death grip.

      I swallow hard, staring into the hollow eyes that used to fill me with hope. Squaring my shoulders, my lips finally part, ready to spew my thoughts on the subject. “You have no right to tell me what to do. If I want to go to a club, I am going to fucking go. If I want to punch a pussy ass bitch for being a cunt to me, I am damn well going to do it.” I hiss. Fuck him for thinking that he can control me!

      “You’re never going back to that club. Mark my words.”

      “Or what? You’ll teach me a lesson?”

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Boarding school sure changed the little princess, didn’t it? No more ivory tower for you, huh? Maybe you need to come crashing down to Earth, to get a fucking reality check. This life isn’t fun and games, Char. Not anymore.”

      My breath catches. He called me Char, not Puppet.

      “What do you mean, ‘not anymore’?” I whisper, the growing lump in my throat cutting off my air supply.

      His leg shoves between mine, pressing right against my swelling desire for him. Damn it. He still turns me on to no end, even after everything. I draw in a sharp breath, inhaling his musky scent as my mind trips through the dirtiest thoughts of Xander ravaging me right here against the lockers with the school community looking on and getting off on every salacious second of it.

      I force myself out of the lustful daydream quickly when I remember.

      He hates me.

      And I hate him.

      Get a damn grip, Char.

      He’s horrible.

      A monster.

      Just like...

      “In your fucking dreams, douchebag,” I snarl, spitting in his face. “And since when did you turn into your brother Jase?” I know that’ll hit him hard. He hates his brother. I can’t see that his feelings would have changed while I was gone. And that snide comment will probably be worse for me in the long run, but screw it. I want to slice into him with the same venom he keeps spewing at me.

      His nostrils flare, but he doesn’t address my comment. Interesting…

      “You liked it when I pinned you down at your parents’ house. You begged for it.” His coffee-tinged breath flutters against my cheek. “And I can see in those bright blue eyes that you’re not over me.”

      He can’t see that.

      I am over him.

      Ugh!

      I’m not!

      “All that you’re seeing in my eyes is loathing. I should have never let you touch me with your filthy hands before I left, Xander. You were as big of a prick then as you are now.”

      “We’ll see about that,” he whispers in a menacing tone, letting his lips brush against my ear. It sends chills down my back, straightening my spine instantly.

      “What is going on here?” Principal McCleary is barreling down the hallway at us. I wonder if he’ll take off with his tail between his legs the way the others did not too long ago.

      But Xander surprises me by taking a step back, his hands in the air.

      And my body immediately feels vacant and exposed, my internal conflict getting lost in the lust-induced fog generated by Xander.

      “Just talking with my good buddy, Char. Catching up, you know?” Xander eyes me through slits, daring me to say otherwise. Not that it matters since the principal backs away when he sees it’s Xander standing in front of me.

      What the hell does he have on these people? Must be some good blackmail photos because I can’t figure out why they fall at his damn feet.

      “He just stopped by when he saw me re-painting my locker.” I can’t believe the words that tumble out of my mouth, but ratting him out for his girlfriend’s ridiculous display of territorialism seemed a little too childish.

      I can handle him on my own.

      And I will.

      “I suggest you both get to class. Miss Hawthorne, you’re not off to a great start here.” Mr. McCleary folds his arms, glaring at us as we take a few more steps away from each other.

      “Yes, sir.” I mutter under my breath, thankful that the principal cockblocked Xander’s lust-inspired threats. But the question on my mind remains...

      How in the hell did I turn out to be the bad guy in this scenario?

      Again?
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Xander

        

      

    

    
      “You’ve been acting like a real ass lately,” Asher says, taking a long gulp of water from his bottle. “Ever since that girl showed up on the scene the first day of school. Are you gonna tell us what’s going on with her? Why she’s got your dick in such a twist?”

      “Lemme guess. You tried to nail her and she kicked your ass to the curb because she found out about your little cock, right?” Chase snickers and shoots a spray of water into his mouth.

      I mop my sweaty face with the edge of my tank top and bounce the basketball a few times before looking at my friends.

      Friends. Interesting choice of words.

      True, I have nobody closer to me than Asher or Chase. But they don’t know me, not the real me, anyway. Not the guy I was before…the guy I was with Char, the one without a black soul and red-tinged future.

      Nobody else knew that guy, and nobody has known him since I pretty much locked him down the night before she left for London.

      The monster who remains is the one they all see.

      And fear.

      I quirk a brow as I regard them both. “And you’d know all about little cocks, right?”

      Chase rolls his eyes. “We’re just concerned, Xan. I mean, you’re usually a prick, but lately it’s been more so.” He gives my shoulder a nudge. “Is Melina not giving you the ass anymore? Maybe you need to pound her a little, work out all of the crap festering in your head.”

      “I hit it plenty, thanks.” I let out a snort. “Getting laid isn’t the problem, but I appreciate the concern.”

      They exchange a look before Asher speaks up. “You guys used to be friends, didn’t you?”

      My nostrils flare. “How do you know that?”

      He shrugs. “After that whole thing with the locker, I overheard a couple of people talking. Said something about her leaving in the middle of sophomore year and that you guys used to be close.”

      I rake a hand through my damp hair and pace toward the basketball hoop. “It’s none of your goddamn business, Asher!”

      “Look, Xander,” Chase says, grabbing hold of my arm as I stalk past him. I shake off his fingers and root him to his spot on the concrete with a death glare.

      He backs away, his hands up in surrender. “Don’t shut us out, man. We’re only trying to help. Shit got crazy last night. It looked like you were going to tear her apart at the club. If her friend hadn’t shown up, what the hell were you gonna do next?”

      “And today at the lockers, you had that same look on your face. We know you’re a sadistic fuck, but with a girl? What the hell happened?”

      My breathing hitches, my pulse throbbing hard against my neck. I want to lash out, I want to claw their fucking faces off right now for questioning me. They think they know me. Ha! What a joke! They know nothing! They have no clue about the things I’ve done, the blood I’ve spilled, the lives I’ve taken.

      They. Know. Nothing.

      Including the reasons why I am who I am.

      Charlotte has everything to do with that, why I hate getting out of bed in the morning, why I hate looking at myself in the mirror.

      It’s because I see that guy and the life I might have had if the girl I loved had actually taken control of her choices.

      The way I ultimately took control of mine.

      Asher and Chase look at me and see the bravado, the take-no-shit attitude, the power I wield. To them, it’s a status symbol. For all of the money and cars and expensive toys they have, they still think I have something over them because I’m Marco Iazetti’s son. And they reap all the rewards, respect, fear, and pussy with none of the work.

      Hell, they don’t even know what I do to command all of those perks.

      They think it’s just plain nepotism.

      It’s not.

      I work for it all.

      They’d never be able to handle the truth. And I keep the reality buried in part to protect them. It’s almost like an unspoken exchange…they pledge their devotion and loyalty to me so I can have a shred of what I’ve been missing my whole life — control — and I let everyone believe they’re part of my family’s inner circle.

      Everyone wins.

      But they can never know what really goes on, what my life has become, why I’ll never be like them.

      And they especially can’t find out that Char is now tangled in the clutches of my family’s archnemesis. I couldn’t get to the guy who’d been stalking her at the club, but I will. Especially since I snapped a picture of his butt-ass ugly face.

      I’ll find him, and then I’ll find Moretti.

      I will get my father’s respect. If it is the last thing I fucking do, dammit!

      Chase and Asher play the part of the tough guy well enough when we’re strutting the halls at school, but it’s not exactly their game. If they came face to face with the underworld scumbags I deal with, they’d crap their khakis. I can’t get them involved with my business. It’s too risky, for everyone.

      I’ve always thrown them little crumbs, and they’ve accepted them. But more and more questions are coming up, and now the crumbs no longer satisfy them.

      I let out a deep sigh. I have to give them something now that they’re involved. I brought them to the club the other night. I exposed them to whoever is watching me. The least I can do is give them an explanation about why I flew off the deep end and am still dangling over the edge.

      So I cock an eyebrow, bounce the ball a few times, and take a shot. The ball lands cleanly in the hoop with a satisfying swish.

      “What happened was she chose another guy over me.” I narrow my eyes at my friends. “A real cocksucker who doesn’t deserve her…a guy who’s been out to get me for a long time and finally got what he wanted.”

      “That sucks, Xan.” Asher shakes his head. “So, who’s the guy? Let’s find him and fuck him up!”

      I appreciate my friend’s willingness to ‘fuck him up’ when he doesn’t actually know who ‘he’ is. And if Asher found out that ‘he’ is a business associate of his father’s, how eager would he be to take a machete to Chuckie’s Bentley then?

      That’s why I just smile.

      I don’t need anyone’s help to handle my nemesis.

      Charlotte’s back.

      That’s all I need.

      A familiar ringtone blares out and I jog over to my bag, digging out my phone.

      My teeth clench.

      Jase.

      “Yeah?” I say, gripping the phone tight in my hand. Too many old wounds have been torn open over the past couple of days and fury swirls in my gut, raging through me, ready to be unleashed.

      “A delivery just came into Philly’s Garage. Check under the cushion of the car seat. Should be four pounds of blow and four pounds of heroin.”

      “Fine,” I hiss. “I’ll take care of it now.”

      “Once you confirm it’s there, let me know and I’ll set up the sales.”

      I click to end the call. “Guys, I’ve gotta run. Family business.”

      They exchange a look and I have to stop the smile from spreading across my face.

      Still king.

      I slide into the front seat of my car and gun the engine. Philly’s Garage is near Lorenzo’s club in the shittier area outside of Ridgeview. I take the back roads and pull up in front of the place about twenty minutes later.

      I sweep a hand through my sweaty hair and take a towel from my bag, giving it a good wipe-down before I get out of the car. I look down at my clothes and wish I had on something a little more menacing than a Nine Inch Nails t-shirt and Nike basketball shorts.

      I pull open the glove compartment and pull out my box cutter.

      I may not look like a threat, but I sure as hell slice like one.

      I jog into the garage and slap a couple of the guys on their backs as I pass. “Philly!” I yell. “Where are you?”

      Philly appears a few seconds later with what looks to be an Italian hero in his hand. Tomato and lettuce spill out of the sides as he takes a huge bite. His ruddy cheeks look even ruddier right now, and I wonder if the hero was preceded by some bourbon.

      Like maybe a whole bottle judging by the way he staggers over to me.

      “Xander!” he exclaims, giving me a little punch on the shoulder with his free hand. “How you been? Jase call in sick today?” he says with a snicker, a piece of capicola hanging out of the side of his mouth.

      “Nah, he’s getting a massage,” I say, deadpan.

      Philly rolls his eyes. “What a pussy!”

      I snicker. “You know it.” And he does, too. That’s one of the reasons why I love Philly. He knows exactly how my family operates. My dad is lucky to have him. “So Jase tells me we got some merchandise that needs to be checked out.”

      He waves me into the back where a beaten-up Honda Accord sits in the middle of the floor. “They have a baby,” he says with a pointed look toward the backseat. “And it’s a fucking mess back there. Just look at the cushion on that car seat. I don’t even wanna touch it.”

      I open the back door and peer at the car seat, feeling around the whole thing for any bumps or bulges. I furrow my brow, checking again.

      “Hey, Philly,” I call, waving him over. “I think we’ve got a problem.”

      He takes another bite of his sandwich and pokes his head next to mine. “What’s wrong?”

      “There’s nothing there,” I say, struggling to keep my voice calm. “It was supposed to be under the seat cushion, but there ain’t shit under there.”

      “That can’t be right.” A look of fear shadows Philly’s face. “Xander, you know I’d never fuck with you or your family. I felt it myself. If I said it was here, then it’s got to be here.”

      I take a deep breath through my nose. There’s no way I’m going back to Jase to let him know we’ve been taken for a hundred grand. But something is very wrong, and I don’t like that Philly is in the middle of it.

      I back out of the car and walk around to check the rest of it. I run my fingers over every inch of the car, I check every available crevice, surface, and underside, including the hood and trunk.

      But the search comes up empty.

      Someone fucked us.

      And I’m not leaving until I figure out who.

      “I wanna see the security feeds,” I say to Philly. He nods his head quickly, backing away toward the back office. “Sure, let’s go and look.”

      I follow Philly into the back, eyeing each guy whom I pass. I recognize them all.

      The question is…do they recognize me?

      Because if they do, they know what’s coming next.

      Philly dumps the rest of his hero in the trash, wiping his greasy fingers on his jeans before stabbing a few keys onto the keyboard on his desk. He brings up the security app and brings up the feed for today. I notice his hand trembles slightly as it slides the mouse left and right to pull up the feeds.

      Motherfucker.

      I place my hand over Philly’s. “Lemme do it.” I find the feed for the space in the garage where the Accord is parked. I watch as it’s driven in, I see the driver step out of the car, and I grit my teeth.

      Philly’s nephew, Manny.

      A chill slides down my spine when I toss a quick glance over my shoulder. Through the office window, I can see his beady black eyes narrow when they meet mine. How the fuck does he have the balls?

      Did he really think he was gonna get away with it?

      My spine tenses as I watch Manny stuff packets into his own pockets on the feed. You skim a few, okay. Everyone has sticky fingers at some point. I’ll fuck you up for stealing from me, yeah, but to take it all and put your uncle between a rock and a knife blade?

      That’s a cocksucker right there.

      I slam open the office door. “Manny!” I bellow.

      He looks up from the car he’s working on, tossing his tools aside. “Yeah?”

      “Get in here.”

      Christ, I’m gonna destroy that asshole!

      It’s what I do.

      It’s who I am.

      And nothing I want.

      But my choices are limited unless I want to be in Manny’s position.

      Palming the box cutter in my pocket, I know it’s not a good one to be in.

      He walks toward me, jeans around his ass crack, smug look on his face. He walks as though the entire world should be waiting on him.

      I clench my fists, slamming one against a wall. “I don’t have all goddamn day!”

      Still, he takes his sweet ass time…until he reaches the middle of the garage. With a quick shrug, he darts left and runs right out the fucking door.

      I don’t blink, I just run.

      Okay, maybe the change of clothes wouldn’t have come in as handy as my sneakers, so I guess that’s the silver lining of the day.

      A nagging thought eats away at me.

      Did Jase know? Did he send me in here because he knew what I’d be up against?

      A smirk lifts my lips.

      If he knew what I was walking into, then he’d also know I’d be the only one walking out with all body parts still attached.

      I fly down a nearby alley in the direction of Manny’s feet thumping along the cracked pavement. I stomp through puddles and jump over boxes he hurls at me, barely breaking a sweat.

      “It’s a dead end, Manny,” I call out to him as he runs, checking over his shoulder every few seconds. I come closer and closer and the tail of his shirt is almost within my grasp. All  I need to do is just push a little—

      Crash!

      Manny panicked and looked a little too long, tripping over an empty shopping cart in the middle of the alley. He rockets through the air in the direction of a large green dumpster, smacking into it, face-first. He falls backward, slamming his head on the concrete.

      Shit, this was easy. Half the work is already done for me.

      I jump on top of him, pulling out my box cutter as his eyes widen. “You ever hear about the kind of shit I can do with this thing?” I seethe as his head rolls back and forth, sputtering something in Spanish.

      “Yeah,” he mumbles. “But I didn’t do nothing. I swear.”

      “I saw you clear out our stash from that Honda.” I press my knee into his chest, making him cough. “What’d you do with it?”

      “I didn’t—”

      “You did something with it, Manny.” I grab his greasy black hair and yank it hard, making him yelp.

      “Uncle Philly!” he yells, a tear in his voice.

      “You already got your uncle into enough trouble today. Do you really want him to see what comes next?”

      Manny writhes against my knee, trying to claw it off of him.

      I chuckle, holding the box cutter against his cheek. “Manny, you stole from the Iazettis and you got caught. But what’s even worse is you aren’t admitting it. You’re fucking lying.” I dip my head closer to his and scream at the top of my lungs. “Don’t ever fucking lie to my face!”

      I’ve never seen fear like I do in Manny’s eyes right now.

      It sends a rush of adrenaline coursing through me and damn, it feels good.

      I want more.

      “I’m gonna give you one more chance to tell me what you did with my shit.” I drag the blade down the side of his neck. “One little slip of my hand and I’ve got your carotid. You wanna die, Manny? Because I’d much rather keep you alive so I can find the assholes you’re working with. Tell me some names, Manny.”

      I’d rather not kill Manny for a couple of reasons.

      One, I like Philly.

      He’s good people.

      Two, I have my suspicions about who Manny is working with and I wanna hear him confirm them for me.

      Three, I just don’t feel like dealing with a body in the alley outside one of my family’s businesses. It would cause headaches I just don’t need right now.

      Names? Those I do need.

      “What else do I have to do to convince you that you’re not leaving in one piece unless you start talking?” I growl. My eyes widen. “Oh, how about this? Does this work?” I jam the box cutter into the top of his hand. “Should I keep going? Slice off a few fingers, you dipshit?” I shake my head. “You never, ever go against the family, do you understand?” I lean my head closer to his mouth as he cries like a little bitch. “No? You still don’t get it?” I swing the blade across his chest, slicing through the cotton t-shirt. A deep red stain spreads over it within seconds and he clutches his chest with the one good hand he has left.

      I hover the blade over his face…starting with his eye. Then I drag it down the side of his face toward his mouth and head toward his ear.

      “See no evil, speak no evil, hear no evil.” I smirk. “Those monkeys got nothing on you, Manny. You know something, and if you don’t spill it, I’m gonna make sure you never see, speak, or hear ever again!”

      I dig the blade into the area right above his eye. “In about two seconds, this blade is going in!”

      I pull back my hand and shove it toward his eyeball, coming to a stop right before I hit my target.

      “Okay! I took it and I sold it!”

      “To who?” I grab him by the throat. “Who bought it and where’s the money?”

      “I’ll get you the money, I swear! I needed some extra cash and I just—”

      “Shut up,” I hiss. “Don’t give me any more of your bullshit. Now who was the buyer?”

      “He didn’t tell me his name. All I know is that he works for a guy named Moretti!”

      I collapse onto the ground and scrub a hand down the front of my face as he writhes around on the ground.

      Shit. Moretti’s here. And he’s fucking close if he’s trying to infiltrate our organization.

      I let out a deep sigh as I stare at Manny. It’s pretty damn clear he doesn’t have to try that hard.

      Looks like I’m gonna have to deal with a body after all…after I get my money back from this cocksucker.

      You can consider it a message from us to you, Moretti.
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      “I miss you so much,” I sigh to myself, staring at the picture of my brother and me at the first charity ball that I was old enough to attend. His arm is draped over my shoulder, our faces twisted by laughter from a silly joke he told only seconds before. He has been gone for years, but the emptiness in my heart is felt on a daily basis.

      Anniversaries are always supposed to be hard.

      But sheer torture?

      Where was that in the advice my therapist would spit at me session after session?

      He was ripped away from this world way too early. A stupid car accident turned into a fatality that unraveled my family.

      It hit my mother the hardest. She was supposed to go with her driver to pick Andrew up from football practice, but her massage ran late. Our former butler was sent to get him, instead. He ran a stop sign, and that was all she wrote.

      I’ll never forget that day.

      It’s seared into my brain.

      I set the picture back down on the mantel, heading for the kitchen to get a snack. My stomach rumbles loudly as I pass my father’s office.

      Crying breaks through the still air of the hallway.

      “Get a damn grip on yourself, Cammy,” my father’s gruff voice is booming as he yells at my mother.

      I can’t help it. I freeze in place to eavesdrop on their squabble.

      “Don’t talk to me like that!” she bellows at him between sniffles.

      “Your guilt is getting the better of you. It’s your fault that Andrew is gone and you fucking know it. That’s why these empty tears are falling.”

      “It wasn’t my fault. I wasn’t driving that car.”

      “That’s the fucking point. If you weren’t off focusing on yourself like a selfish bitch, you would have been there on time to pick him up from practice. My son would still be alive if it wasn’t for you. He was everything! He was supposed to carry on our legacy! Don’t you get it. Everything wrong in our lives is your damn fault!”

      “Don’t say that!”

      “If you weren’t so doped up on Xanax and all of the other pills your doctor has you on, you might actually see the situation clearly. Wake up, Cammy. We’re knee deep in a shit pile and you’re just flying too high in the clouds to see it.”

      My father’s words are like venom. They burn through my veins. I want to throw open the door. I want to tell him to lay off. But I can’t. I would just make everything worse, as usual.

      “You know why I take all that damn shit? You. Being married to you has driven me to this.”

      “Then go! If you hate your life here so damn much, get the fuck out. There’s the door. I won’t stop you.”

      I rush around the corner, terrified that they are going to catch me snooping.

      My heart sinks. My instinct after all this time is to call Xander. He always knew exactly what to say when this shit would erupt in the past. We’d go to our spot on the beach and talk for hours as the surf crashed against the rocky cliffs where we’d sit and dangle our feet. My crying would turn into laughter and fond memories of my big brother.

      My mother’s heels click on the marble in rapid succession after she slammed the door to my father’s office. “If you want me gone so badly, maybe I will finally leave you!”

      My father’s stomping footsteps pound after her. I hold my breath, scared to death to give away my position.

      “Don’t tease me, Cammy,” my father howls as his stomps start up their staircase.

      I have to get out of here.

      I didn’t have to think about it.

      I knew exactly where I needed to go.

      My sanctuary.

      Our sanctuary.

      I doubt he goes there anymore anyway.

      I am finally going to be in the one place that no one will bother me. No one will look at me like trash. No one will make me feel worthless.

      It doesn’t take long for sand to be crunching under my toes as I listen to the sound of waves crashing on the abandoned shore line. The moon is creeping up into the sky, dancing on the top of the water. A simple love affair of beauty and tranquility. The still night air rushing in right after sunset is perfect. The most amazing calm that I could ask for to soothe my soul.

      I sit on the damp sand, trying to steady my mind.

      It doesn’t work.

      Instantly I am attacked by a memory all too bittersweet. Xander and the day he saved my life in this very spot. In that moment I knew that I loved him. Staring into his irises soaked in concern and relief, I knew that he was everything to me. My best friend. My protector. My heart.

      Where did it all go so wrong?

      How did we get so off-course?

      If you had asked me a few years ago if Xander and I would hate each other now, I would have laughed in your face. I was sure that if nothing else in this world, Xander and I would be close for our entire lives. Something more than just friends, that much was evident.

      But then my father ruined it. Ruined us.

      Xander blames me, but I didn’t have a say in the matter.

      If I could have stayed, I would have. No questions asked. If for nothing else, for him. I would have done anything for him. Just like he risked his life in that water to save mine.

      I miss him. I miss my best friend whom I could play football with, who would dance to stupid rap songs to make me laugh, who knew just from looking at me if something was wrong.

      Everything in my life feels so jacked up. My parents hate each other and me. My brother is gone. Xander and I hate each other. School sucks. I miss my friends back in London. I don’t have a real home anymore.

      What am I supposed to do?

      Lost in memories, the hair on the back of my neck prickles until my trance is broken. The sound of sand crunching under someone’s feet is getting louder behind me.

      I don’t need to raise my head.

      I know exactly who it is.

      Or rather, my shattered heart does.
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Xander

        

      

    

    
      “Are you going to tell me the damn beach is off limits now?” Charlotte asks in a flat voice, not bothering to even turn around. “Because I don’t have anywhere else to go. And this is my spot.”

      I stop about half a foot behind her, words I want to say caught in the back of my throat, wedged like a thick lump of emotion that’s slowly choking the life out of me.

      How the fuck did this even happen?

      She left. For good.

      I came to terms with that over time.

      And now that she’s back, everything I’ve buried for so long is itching at the surface to explode, like a restless volcano on the verge of erupting.

      But it isn’t just anger that I want to unleash.

      It’s the other stuff…the stuff that made me…makes me…vulnerable.

      Vulnerable. Weak. Lost.

      It all results in the same end.

      Death.

      I cannot be fucking weak if I’m gonna survive this life!

      But being this close to her again makes the anger dissipate.

      The fury coursing through my veins has fizzled, and now I just feel empty.

      Alone.

      Hopeless.

      Deep down, I know she didn’t have a choice. At sixteen, where was she really going without her safety net, a.k.a., Mommy and Daddy? It was insane for me to blame her for leaving and for abiding by her scumbag father’s wishes, but logic and sixteen-year-old-guy brain don’t mix well.

      And for a year and a half, beneath all of the forced hatred lay despair.

      Because I’d lost my best friend.

      The one person I’d given my heart to, and the one person I never expected would throw it back.

      Now she’s here, crouched over on the sand, her long blonde hair ruffled by the sea breeze. She sweeps a hand through it and gathers it to one side over her shoulder, leaving the other one bare. I remember my fingers trailing over her bronze skin the night she told me she loved me. It was so soft and smooth. And her lips…so sweet and at the same time salty from the chips she’d been munching.

      I thought I’d finally gotten it all and won the game.

      Stupid fucking kid.

      I square my shoulders. I didn’t come here for a fight. I came here to clear my head, and it’s already a mess again.

      Because of her.

      Charlotte turns around, mascara streaking the underside of her big blue eyes. The tip of her nose is pink like it always is when she’s been crying. But she still manages to stun me into continued silence with a harsh glare. “There aren’t any walls out here for you to pin me up against.”

      I shake my head. “There aren’t.” My voice is barely above a whisper, certainly not the threatening tone I normally use on her.

      “Is that how you roll now? And you feel better about yourself when you’re tearing other people down?” Her words drip with malice, sounding very different than the story her expression tells. “Living what you learned, Xander?” She shakes her head and swipes at her puffy eyes. “I guess you finally gave in to the pressure of being an Iazetti, took your place in the family, and became the prick that your brother trained you to be.”

      “Interesting how you can be so quick to point fingers away from yourself like you’re Little Miss fucking Perfect.” I fix a steely gaze on her. “You don’t have the goddamn right to judge me.”

      “Don’t I, though?” she snaps, now fully swiveled around. My eyes drop to her luscious tits, the ones popping out of the plunging V of her top. I can feel my mouth water as I recall my fingers kneading them…

      Aw, Christ. I need to stop this fucking trip down Memory Lane.

      “And,” she continues, rising up on her knees. “Let’s not forget who you really are, errand boy. You were Jase’s bitch back then, and I seriously doubt things have changed since you’ve clearly turned into him!”

      I fall to my own knees next to her on the sand and grab her wrist. Not to hurt her, but really to save myself since her fist was coming dangerously close to my face.

      She lets out a dry laugh. “Oh, so that hit a nerve, huh? How is Jase, anyway? Still making you clean up his messes? You hated being his minion, and now it looks like you’ve got a couple of your own. New recruits?”

      My chest tightens at the mention of my brother’s name. “You don’t know anything about me or what my life has become since you left!”

      She narrows her eyes. “Well, let’s see. I bet Daddy is doing well judging by your ride, your clothes, and your toys. And how are you helping him do that? Do you just go around muscling people for cash? Is that how you contribute, Xander? Because the guy I used to know wanted none of that. He wanted to make his own way in life. He’d have never settled to be someone he wasn’t. Someone he loathed. But you know what?” she hisses through clenched teeth. “I guess we all end up being the puppet at one time or another.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickle at the hostility in her voice. Char definitely isn’t the same girl she was a couple of years ago. This version is angry, bitter, and sad. The despair doesn’t come through in her biting words, but I can see it clearly in her red-rimmed, crystal blue eyes, even though they’re still spitting fire in my direction.

      A pang assaults my heart to think that I’ve contributed to her sorrow.

      But fuck me if I let her see how her tears are shredding my heart a little bit at a time.

      There’s a very fine line between love and hate, but I’ve spent so much time drowning in the hate that I don’t know if I can ever make it back to the other side.

      Tears pool in her eyes and she swipes them away as I place a hand on her shoulder. I didn’t even think about it. My hand acted completely on its own, shocking the hell out of both of us. She doesn’t speak. She just eyes my hand like it’s a snake slithering across her skin.

      “I don’t need any more of your abuse,” she says with a sniffle, shifting so that her back is to me. “If that’s why you’re here, piss off. I don’t need another stalker.”

      My brow furrows. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      She waves her hand at me. “Nothing. Forget it. Just leave me the fuck alone.”

      “Technically, this is a public place. I have a right to sit here if I want to,” I say, sliding closer to her.

      She lets out a snort, still staring at the deep blue water. “Sure, why shouldn’t I get to have control over my personal space? It’s not like I have control over anything else in my freaking life.”

      My fury recedes further as she chokes out a sob, slapping a hand over her mouth.

      “Lemme guess. Daddy Dearest strikes again?”

      Char tilts her head to the side so that she can see my profile. “You gave up your right to ask questions, remember? Right when you decided I wasn’t worth fighting for.”

      I let out a deep sigh and drop my head into my hands. “That’s where you’re so wrong, Char. I’d never fought so hard for something in my entire life.”

      “It sure seemed easy for you to run when things didn’t go your way.” She shoves my shoulder back. “Did you ever once think of how devastating it was for me to tell you that I loved you, and then watch you cut me out of your life?” The tears flow freely now, but I resist the urge to wrap my arms around her to pull her close.

      “Char, there’s so much you don’t know,” I mumble. Yeah, I was selfish, but I’d also been young and stupid. My ego was shot, my dreams of a future with you slashed, my life turned completely upside down.

      She’d been my lifeline, and her father severed it with a smug ass grin and a plane ticket.

      I’d plunged head-first into darkness without her there to pull me out.

      But it wasn’t her job to save me, especially since she herself had been held prisoner for far too long.

      “That’s right,” she says. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s because you fucking blocked me that night, essentially erasing me from your life! How could you do that to me? I had nothing when you left! I lost Andrew, I lost you.” She shakes her head. “I needed you, and you disappeared. I fucking hate you for that!”

      She reaches out and slaps me across the face. I grit my teeth, ignoring the fact that her palm stung my cheek like a motherfucker. Damn, there was a lot of pent-up anger packed into that smack.

      “Did that hurt?” she whispers.

      I nod my head.

      More than you know, Char. More than you will ever fucking know.

      “Good. You damn well deserve it. Actually, you deserve worse.”

      “Have you been plotting ‘worse’ for the last year and a half?” I smirk. “I’m just curious to know if I should be watching my back.”

      “Isn’t it like the golden rule of your new thug life to watch your back?”

      “You think I’m a thug?”

      She shakes her head. “No, thug is way too nice a word for the likes of you. I can think of about a hundred more appropriate descriptions for the dickhead you’ve become.”

      “Wow, London turned you into a real badass, huh?”

      Her eyes narrow. “When you realize that the only person you can really count on is yourself, then yeah. You channel your inner badass, because if you don’t, you’re doomed to be a doormat for the rest of your life. And that’s not the life I want to lead.” She leans down, resting her head in her hands. “I have just another year. Once high school is over, I’m leaving.”

      I recoil. “Leaving?”

      Charlotte nods. “Yeah.”

      “For where?” Panic grips me. I was stupid enough to let her go once. I can’t do it again, especially since she’s in a seemingly self-destruct mode with the drinking and the clubbing. A shiver runs through me, despite the balmy, salt-filled breeze whispering across my skin. The image of that scarred asshole from the other night is burned into my brain. There are plenty of others out there like him, looking for an opportunity to take advantage of unsuspecting young women, and the thought of her alone out there as a potential victim makes my gut twist.

      “I don’t know,” she says, dragging her fingers through the cool sand. “Maybe I’ll go back to London. I didn’t have to deal with any parental bullshit over there. An entire ocean of distance seems about right.”

      “Sounds like you had other challenges over there, though.” I remember the principal’s condescending comments from the day she’d been pulled into his office to address the defaced locker. Something about her record across the pond. I guess she was working on channeling that inner badass.

      “They were nothing compared to what I have to live with over here.”

      “Is that why you came here today?” I ask. She hasn’t tried to hit me again, so I take that as a good sign.

      “Do you know what today is?” Her voice cracks and she buries her eyes in her arm.

      “September twel—” I snap my mouth shut when realization strikes. “Shit,” I mutter.

      Charlotte’s body trembles and she lets out a loud sniffle. “Yeah,” she whispers. “Today is the day.”

      Fuck.

      Of course she would have come here today, of all days!

      How could I have forgotten?

      This is exactly where I found her after hearing about the accident that claimed Andrew’s life.

      It’s where I came the morning she left for London.

      Our private dune, the one we always ran back to when things got too real…even for real life.

      I can’t believe I didn’t pay attention to the signs.

      Or the fucking date on my phone.

      I lift an arm, hovering it over her but not sure if she’s ready for that. I debate for a full minute before draping it across her back and she shocks the shit out of me by scooting closer and falling against my chest. Her soft whimpers and quivering shoulders make my heart clench and I squeeze my eyes shut, pretending for a few seconds that we were back on the couch in her family room, before everything went to hell between us.

      “You know he’s here with us,” I murmur, just like I did every year on the anniversary of his death. I don’t think it ever made her feel better, but it worked for me. Hell, Andrew Hawthorne was my friend, too, and I still miss him even though five years have passed.

      Andrew always teased me about ending up with Char. He knew it was meant to be even if his father didn’t.

      And I let him down when I let Char slip through my fingers, when she needed me most. I was all she had left and I flipped her off like she was nothing. Like she meant nothing. He’d have been disappointed in me, that I let my toxic life consume everything good. That I let anger and regret lead me down a path of dirty, dark, and dangerous deeds, a path that I’m no longer free to deviate from.

      “What would he say if he saw us right now?” she asks, her tear-streaked face still pressed against my shirt.

      “I…” I swallow hard. I know what he’d say to me. He’d tell me I’m a fucking idiot for letting go of the most important person in my life, for shutting her out and making her feel insignificant, just like her parents do. He’d tell me to open my eyes to see the kind of future I can have with Charlotte, that is, if I can pull my head out of my ass for a long enough time. And finally, I’m pretty sure he’d tell me I’m an absolute ass for wasting the last year and a half  and that if I’m as smart as I think I am, I won’t waste another second.

      No matter what.

      “I think he’d say we’re exactly where we should be.”

      Charlotte’s lip trembles. “How did this happen to us, Xander? We could have made things work. But you didn’t want to hear anything about it. I’d only found out I was leaving a couple of hours before, so don’t give me the bullshit that I was keeping things from you. It was something else, wasn’t it? Not just me leaving, not just my dad.” She wipes at a tear rolling down her cheek. “Tell me why it was better to let our relationship fall apart than talk things through. What made you leave that night? What could have been more important than us?”

      I rake a hand through my hair.

      She thinks I muscle people for money.

      She called me Jase’s errand boy.

      She has no idea who I really am, who I fought against for years until I realized that you can’t turn your back on the truth.

      And the truth is, she’s perfect.

      Being with me would be a black mark on her otherwise pristine aura.

      I fought against it for a long time, but when she told me she was leaving, I knew it was for the best.

      She could never survive in my world, the world I was destined to serve.

      Char deserves the best, and as much as I adored her, I wasn’t it, not with the legacy I was expected to carry on.

      We were an old-school photo and its negative, living in two different worlds on two ends of the spectrum.

      And as much as I wanted to be in her realm, my birthright dictated otherwise.

      I knew I’d never get out.

      There are always choices, yes.

      I could stay or I could leave in a box.

      The latter would have given me the freedom to be with Char, but it would have been short-lived.

      “There’s so much you don’t know, Char,” I say. “So much I can’t tell you.”

      “We used to tell each other everything,” she says.

      I shake my head, staring out at the rippling waves dancing in the moonlight.

      “Some things are better left unsaid.”

      How fucking cliché.

      True, but cliché as all hell.

      “You kept secrets from me, too?”

      “Only so I could protect you,” I mumble. “There are reasons why Jase is the way he is, why Phoenix is in Chicago. Why I’ve become this person. But it’s not anything I can talk about.”

      “Did I even know the real you?” she asks suddenly, staring into my eyes. Her gaze is hypnotic and I couldn’t look away if I tried.

      “I was only ever the real me when I was with you, Char,” I say, dropping my hand into hers, our fingers lacing together.

      “Does that scare you, Xander?” she whispers. “Because ever since I’ve been back, you’ve been the opposite of how you were with me.”

      “You have no idea how much it scares me. How much I stand to lose if I become that guy again.” I dip my head down toward hers, the sea spray stinging the inside of my nose.

      “That’s too bad because I really loved that guy,” she breathes, her eyes fluttering closed as she tilts her head back the slightest bit.

      Her floral scent swirls around my nose and I drink it in, letting it infuse my entire being before I crush my lips against hers. Jesus Christ. Nothing prepares me for the sensations that course through me the second our mouths connect. My tongue dips between her lips, coiling with hers on a quest to satisfy a hunger that has lay dormant for over a year.

      Her soft hands stroke the back of my neck, my hands tangled in her long hair. We can’t devour each other fast enough, teeth cracking and tongues plundering as our mouths explore, picking up exactly where they left off that night.

      Except I need to stop…to break away. To end this now, before it’s too late.

      This girl…this woman…she is everything I need.

      Everything I want.

      And nothing that I can have.

      The only problem is my body refuses to acknowledge what my mind knows to be true.
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      Xander pulls away from me without warning, breaking our kiss. My heart sinks. I search his cold, dark eyes for something. Anything. They had started to soften, finally showing me a glimpse of the boy I’d loved for so long, but his walls just shot back up.

      “We should go,” he huffs, breathless as he bolts away from me.

      The night air that rushes between our bodies swallows me whole.

      Just when I thought we might be able to get back to that place...yeah, right. I was kidding myself.

      I lost him once. Did I really think I’d ever get him back when he’s clearly left that part of his life behind?

      I suck in a breath, wanting to know more but too afraid to form the words. For the first time in as long as I can remember, I felt safe. Protected. Hopeful. For one fleeting moment everything seemed like it was finally going to be all right.

      And then, just like last time, he yanked all of the good feelings away.

      Well, screw him! I’m not some fucking yo-yo!

      “Thanks, but I think I’ll stay for a little while longer,” I say with a cold edge to my voice.

      “No,” he replies. “No way. Not by yourself.”

      “Why?” I smirk at him. “You afraid something might happen to me? Like you really give a damn anyway.”

      Xander places a hand on my arm, squeezing gently. Tiny tingles dance over my skin and I’m so damn tempted to pull him back toward me.

      But I resist because I’m not one of those pathetic bitches at school who melts into her shoes when he so much as walks by.

      “It’s that I give so much of a damn that I’m taking you with me.” Then the soft grip gets a little more forceful and he pulls me to my feet. “It’s not safe to be alone in the dark,” he murmurs, his dark eyes shadowed by something other than the lust that I clearly saw only a little while earlier.

      “Did you care about me being alone in the dark when I was on another continent?” I snap, shrugging out of his grip. I trudge up toward the parking lot, my heels digging into the cool sand. I hear Xander right behind me, but I don’t look back.

      As we approach the empty lot, I see two other cars parked near the one I ‘borrowed’ from my parents’ fleet, a blood red Tesla Model 3 that my father had just purchased right before I got home. It was fun as hell to drive, especially when it’s forbidden.

      Before the gasp even escapes my lips, I dive behind a nearby dune. My heart hammers against my chest. That scar. I’ll never forget it! Every nerve is on red alert when Xander falls to his knees next to me.

      “Stay down,” he orders, peering over the top of the dune. My body shakes uncontrollably, as if I’ve just been plunged naked into ice-cold water.

      The guy. The stalker. Standing next to my car!

      My teeth chatter and Xander puts an arm around me, hugging me tight as he watches.

      “How did he find me?” I whimper. “What does he want with me?”

      The airport run-in was weird, yes, but nothing to make my knees go out from under me. I should have told someone when he cornered me at that club, though. He knew my name, for Christ’s sake. How could I have snoozed on that? One quick look at Xander gives me my answer.

      Everything fades away when he’s around.

      He’d backed me up against a wall, making my body crave so much more than just his leg pressed between my legs, and boom. All thoughts of my crazy deformed stalker fly out the window.

      But this?

      Here?

      How in the world would he be able to find me at the one place that only Xander and I knew about? No one knew that we came here. Not even Andrew. It was ours.

      Only ours.

      “What in the hell are you doing?” Xander mutters, peeking his head farther up to get a better look at the stranger next to my father’s new prized possession. He lets out a growl that rumbles through me, making my spine stiffen.

      “I don’t know what he wants,” I whisper, my hand flying up over my gaping mouth.

      “I saw him at the club the other night, before and after he was harassing you.” He looks down at me. “Had you seen him before that night?”

      I nod. “He was at the airport when I got home. I ran into him by accident. But Xander, he called me by my name at the club that night. How would he know my name? What the hell is going on?”

      He shakes his head, sliding down next to me. “I got a picture of him at the club. I don’t like this, Charlotte. You’re coming home with me. We’ll figure it out.”

      “Do I even have a say?” Not that I want one. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be right now.

      God, I’m a glutton for punishment.

      “Not even a little bit.” The concern that laces Xander’s words is comforting. Maybe he does still care about me after everything. Maybe a little glimmer of our old life is finally shining through all the wreckage.

      “I can take care of myself, Xan,” I whisper, puffing out my chest, my feeble attempt at showing that I was brave enough to handle shit on my own. But the reality is that this guy, whoever he is, can track me anywhere he wants. He knows who I am. That means he knows who my father is and that he has a shit ton of money that can be paid in exchange for me.

      Unless he wants to kill me.

      Oh hell, there’s no way I’m going anywhere alone right now!

      Xander’s fingers snake around my wrist. “This isn’t the time to play badass. I am taking you home with me, got it?”

      We both inch upward toward the top of the dune and like magic, the creeper had vanished. There were no headlights. No sound of tires rolling over the pavement. No engine crying to life. Where did he go?

      “Come on, he’s gone.” Xander straightens and pulls me up by the arm a little harder than necessary.

      “You don’t need to be so rough.” I jerk out of his clutches. “I said I’d go with you.”

      “Yeah, and you gave in pretty quickly.” He quirks an eyebrow at me as he leads the way to his car.

      I let out a snort. “Don’t be too flattered. I just don’t want to go home yet.”

      “Whatever, Puppet.” The nickname stings. It’s a cruel poison festering. I force myself to shake it off. Where is the guy I was just kissing? The one who made me feel like I was sixteen again with a full heart and hope for the future? Our future?

      But it’s clear that his dickhead alter ego is back.

      I take a deep breath and force myself to focus on the positives of the night. Xander  finally looked at me like I wasn’t dog shit on the bottom of his shoe. He spoke to me without any trace of disdain in his voice.

      I mean, that’s something, right?

      Good Lord, I really want it to be something…

      Once we slink up to the parking lot and confirm for the last time that all is clear, I slide into the passenger’s seat of Xander’s Pontiac GTO Judge. My fingertips run over the buttery leather of the refurbished classic. I inhale the scent of the worn interior. It had been his dream car. “You finally got one.”

      He turns the key, igniting the throaty engine. With a quick glance, he perked a brow over at me, questioning my statement.

      “The Judge. You always talked about how badly you wanted one. I guess your dad finally did something right and rewarded you.”

      Pulling out of the quiet lot, Xander finally speaks. “I worked for it. And trust me, it’s no reward. It’s a constant reminder.”

      I have no idea what he means by that, but when I eye his profile, I can see that he doesn’t want follow-up questions. So I keep my lips zipped, even though I’m damn curious.

      Once we make it to the Iazetti house, which is much bigger than I remember, a lump in the back of my throat forms. It’s been years since I was here, and it feels both comforting and foreign at the same time. Giant, commanding of respect, stoic. Not as menacing as my own house, but just as intimidating.

      “Are you gonna get out?” Xander asks.

      So much for chivalry.

      “Yeah.” My fingers grip the handle, and I swallow hard.

      Maybe this was a mistake.

      Am I even ready to face who’s inside? What we’ll find out about Scarface?

      We make our way into the house, me following closely behind Xander. He twists open the front door, and lively chatter from the kitchen carries into the high-ceilinged foyer. I strain my ears. Sounds like a bunch of guys. Must be friends of Jase.

      If that’s the case, I definitely think I made the wrong move by coming here. Jase makes my skin crawl, and I can’t imagine any friends of his would have a different effect.

      “Xander!” His oldest brother Phoenix rushes toward him, clapping him on the back. My lips curl into a smile. Phoenix hasn’t aged at all and he’s handsome as ever. I haven’t seen him since he left for Chicago four years ago. But the change of pace must be treating him well because he is just Swoon City now. “It’s about time you got home to welcome your big brother.” He backs away, peering past Xander at me. “Charlotte, is that you?”

      “Yes, hi. It’s good to see you.” I take a step back. I feel naked. Completely exposed in a house that I probably am not welcome in anymore.

      Phoenix nods. “London good?”

      “London’s over,” I say, wondering if he hates me, too.

      “So you’re back.”

      “Yes.”

      His lips curl upward, but it’s not the same smile he flashed at Xander. It makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. “So the distraction is back.” He glances at Xander. “Thought you had plans, bro.”

      “I do,” Xander responds, his voice tight. “She just needed a ride.”

      “A ride to your house?” Phoenix folds his huge arms over his chest.

      “Hi, Char.” To my horror, Jase prowls around the corner like the vermin he is. He flashes an ominous smirk as he inches toward me, not stopping until he’s directly in front of me. Yuck. I feel like I need a shower just standing next to him. “Been a while, huh? Little princess going slumming for the night? What would Daddy say if he knew you were here?”

      I choke on all of the foul words I want to scream at him and back myself against their front door. I hate Jase and everything he stands for, everything he did to torment Xander years ago. I sneak a look at Xander now and wonder if things have changed.

      Phoenix had always been cool with me, but Jase was an entirely different story.

      A stomach-twisting one.

      “Fuck off, Jase. Leave her alone. I need to talk to you and Phoenix. Now.”

      Jase shoves his chest at Xander. “Are you ordering me around, you little prick?” he growls.

      “Yeah, I am. There’s something you need to see, jackass.” Xander pulls out his phone and shows it to his brothers. All three exchange a look…and it’s not a pleasant one.

      “Where was this taken?” Phoenix’s voice is gravelly as he wrenches the cell out of Xander’s hand.

      “At Lorenzo’s club.” Xander’s eyes narrow and his face twists into a grimace as Jase pounds a fist into his palm. “He was there with some young girls. I saw him harass Charlotte that night, too. But that wasn’t the last we saw of him. He showed up at the beach tonight.” He nods toward me. “Both of us were there. That’s why I took her with me. We need to figure out who this shithead is and what he wants.”

      I stand there like an idiot, completely at a loss as to what I am supposed to do. I was foolishly hopeful that Xander and I would have been able to sneak off to his room like we used to so we could listen to music and just swim around in our little bubble for just a little bit longer.

      I miss those nights.

      They were incredible.

      And now, distant memories.

      “Char, Ma’s in the kitchen with Xander’s friends. We need a few minutes.” Phoenix is not suggesting that I fuck off, he’s demanding it.

      “Fuck,” Xander mutters, slapping a hand to his forehead. “I forgot they were coming over tonight.”

      “We’ll worry about them later,” Phoenix hisses, shoving Xander toward their father’s office.

      “This won’t take long, Princess. We’ll have your Prince Charming back to you real quick,” Jase snarls at me, following his brothers. My skin crawls from that scumbag’s raking gaze as he ambles past me.

      “All right,” I mutter. I know better than to ask questions. I walk toward the kitchen, leaving them to do whatever the fuck Iazetti boys do behind closed doors.

      “Charlotte!” Gaia Iazetti coos at me through her thick Italian accent as she turns away from the stove. Her outstretched arms rush toward me instinctively. “It’s been too long, sweetie! And you must be starving! How much fish and chips can one survive on?”

      I giggle in her warm embrace. “Mrs. Iazetti, it is so nice to see you.” She’s in her signature attire — designer clothing covered by an apron. The smell of her famous marinara wafts into my nostrils. God, I’ve missed this woman. Her accent always makes me smile. She never lost it when she moved here from Italy at fifteen. Gaia Iazetti is by far the warmest woman I’ve ever known, and sadly, that’s including my own mother.

      As she gives me a final squeeze, I eye the two gorgeous punks who follow Xander around school like lap dogs.

      Gross. Peons.

      It sucks that two guys this beautiful have fallen so far down the food chain that they have to suck on the Iazetti teat to feel any form of worth.

      I could have done without seeing them tonight.

      Or ever.

      “Do you know Chase and Asher?” Gaia asks, still smiling at me as she gestures to the loathsome creatures sitting on barstools at the kitchen island.

      “From school,” I offer. I don’t want to tip my hand too early with these two. They leer at me in a way that makes me want to cut and run, but I can’t exactly get very far without a ride.

      “Oh, I need to make a quick call. Why don’t I leave you all to get more acquainted? Charlotte, be a sweetie and stir the sauce if it starts to bubble?” I nod over to Mrs. Iazetti as she rushes out of the room.

      I was used to her putting me to work. She’s the only reason why I can do way more in the kitchen besides boil water. And thank God for that. It wasn’t like the Hawthornes ever taught their children basic life skills. My parents just employed people to worry about that crap for them.

      But, ugh, why did she have to leave me with these jerkoffs? I don’t need face time with them, I need a shield.

      “Hi, Puppet,” one of them snarls at me. I have no idea which brother is which. And frankly, I couldn’t care less.

      “What did you just call me?” I look up from the pot, barking at my pathetic schoolmate.

      I see him swallow hard. I can only imagine the ass chewing he would get if I told Xander that one of his minions just called me Puppet. Maybe I should test the theory.

      I grit my teeth. As soon as he gets back, that’s exactly what I’ll do.

      What is taking Xander so long, though?

      Why am I really here?

      And what the hell are the three of them plotting in that office? Do I even want to know? I mean, yeah. I have my suspicions. I don’t live under a rock. I’ve seen the movies and read the books. Italian last name, gobs of money, thugs galore parading in and out of the place.

      I can see the writing on the wall.

      But it doesn’t explain Chase and Asher. Their WASPy asses don’t exactly fit the mold here.

      “So, Charlotte, is it?” His voice is low and menacing. Or at least that’s what he’s going for. It’s lost on me, though. I ignore him and focus on the bubbling sauce. “Puppet doesn’t speak unless the right person is pulling her strings, I guess,” he says, laughing with his brother.

      “I wonder how much she’ll do if you pull her strings,” the other one says. I hear the barstool squeak and I grip the spoon tight, ready to fling it at whichever of them thinks he’s getting near me.

      My spine stiffens as I catch a whiff of his cologne. It makes my stomach roil.

      I feel a finger trace a path down my back and I fling around, my hand raised above my head with the spoon still in it.

      But the dickhead was prepared for me and he catches my arm before I can smack him with the round wooden edge.

      “No reason to get defensive, Puppet,” he whispers, a lecherous leer on his handsome face. “I just wanted to play a little game with you. You like games, don’t you?”

      I narrow my eyes. “Let me go,” I hiss, my knee itching to slam this guy right in the balls.

      “I believe my brother asked you a question,” the other brother says. “Answer him and he’ll let you go.”

      “Fuck you,” I seethe. “And anyway, if you’re so important, why are you out here with your thumbs up your asses instead of inside with the big boys?” I tilt my head to the side and flash a nasty smile. “Or maybe you really are just the errand boys.”

      “The Puppet has teeth.” The taller brother gets up from his stool, joining his brother by my side. “But after we’re done with you, that’s not gonna matter, is it?” He lets out a low, grumbling laugh that makes me want to hurl in the sauce.

      “Fuck off,” I snarl, clenching my jaw and turning away from them.

      “There’s only one reason why Xander would have brought you over here tonight. And one reason why he invited us over. To show you who really runs shit in Ridgeview. It’s not your daddy anymore,” he hisses. “It’s us. Do you get that, Puppet?” I can feel how close the asshole is to me. Every nerve in my body is screaming, “Danger, Will Robinson, danger!”

      Oh, Jesus.

      Please, no.

      I should have just taken my chances with Scarface.
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      “I told you to stay the fuck away from that club!” Jase roars, shoving me backward. My phone clatters to the floor, but before I bend down to grab it, I shove my brother into a desk.

      Hard.

      He grunts and pushes himself off of it, taking a swing at my head. I duck out of the way of his fist and dive at his ankles, knocking him backwards into a leather chair.

      “You had no right to be there! I told you to stay away from Lorenzo!” Jase yells.

      “Cut it the fuck out!” Phoenix yells, slamming his hand on the desk. He walks over to Jase, hovering over him. “You told him to stay away from the club. Why?”

      “Because he’s a little punk! He thinks he has all the goddamn answers, and I knew if that scumbag Lorenzo found him snooping around, he’d go straight to Moretti!”

      “Did you ever think that maybe you needed to get your ass over there to find out who Lorenzo is working with?” Phoenix snarls. “Or are you too focused on how many pussies you can fuck in a single night?”

      “You know, you can’t just come in here and tell me—” Jase snips, rising out of the chair and pulling himself up to his full height, which is a couple of inches shorter than Phoenix.

      “The fuck I can’t! Just remember who’s second in command for this family,” Phoenix hisses. He turns to point at me. “Xander may have opened us up to a shit show by going to Lorenzo, but at least he got a face. He got a picture! We know who we’re up against now, Jase. Something you fucking snoozed on!”

      “Dad told me to stand down. He said we need to wait for them to make a move first!”

      Phoenix waves the picture of the scarred guy in Jase’s face. “I think it’s pretty safe to say they’re moving, don’t you?”

      “Who’s the guy, Phoenix?” I ask, rubbing the back of my neck. Jase glares at me, and I resist the urge to leap at him and pound him into oblivion. “And why the hell is he up Charlotte’s ass?”

      “His name is Gio Rossi,” Phoenix lets out a sigh. “One of Moretti’s enforcers. He’s shown up in Chicago a bunch of times over the past few months. He’s taken out a lot of guys. Enemies of Moretti. People standing in his way of expanding his drug and sex trafficking businesses. Moretti is trying to move in there.” He lets out a sigh. “Same thing he’s doing here, from what I gather. If you’re not with Moretti, you’re against him, and anyone who cockblocks his operation is going down.”

      “Unless we can get to him first. But how the hell is Charlotte involved in this? Why’s he tailing her? He hassled her in the club and at the airport, too. I don’t like this shit. We need to find him, Phoenix,” I mutter.

      “Easy, killer,” Phoenix says. “You got a picture, which is good. Now we have proof that Rossi is here in New York. But you’re not ready to go after the guy and take out Moretti’s whole crew.”

      I lift an eyebrow. “You know what I can do.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Jase groans. “Are we still gonna listen to that shit? Yes, you saved my ass, Xander! Okay? But it was only because I put my neck out to protect the family! You did your job! Congratu-fucking-lations! You wanna goddamn parade?”

      With a thumping heart, I inch closer to Jase. “You’d be fucking dead if it wasn’t for me! You ungrateful asshole! You made the call to go into that house! You thought you could get one over on Shorty’s crew! And it was because you wanted to get ahead! You didn’t do anything for the fucking family! It was all for you!”

      Jase lets out a low growl and launches himself at me, but before his fist can connect with my jaw, Phoenix yanks him backward by the collar and throws him against a wall. “Listen to me,” he seethes. “You’ve fucked up more times than I can count, but this time could have put a nail in Dad’s coffin. Do you realize that? You always spend so much time trying to prove yourself that you fuck over everyone in your path.” He leans closer to Jase. “That ends now.”

      Phoenix pushes Jase away and straightens up, smoothing down the front of his shirt. Phoenix has never been the rumpled shirt guy. He’s kind of like the GQ version of a mafia underboss. Stealth, stylish, and as sadistic as they come.

      “Phoenix, what should we do now? If Moretti is here, he’s gonna close in sooner rather than later,” I say. “None of us are safe. You know he won’t stop until he takes down the whole family.”

      “Lorenzo knows more than he’s letting on,” Phoenix muses. “He’s on Moretti’s payroll if Rossi has been spotted in his place making the rounds. I have to believe that’s what Rossi wants with Charlotte. Girls go missing all the time when Rossi is in town. Women and drugs are their big businesses, so Moretti’s working with our associates to gain access to our territories. Lorenzo was granted permission by Dad to run that club in our territory, even though he’s not blood. Dad trusted him.” Phoenix shakes his head. “By letting Moretti in, Lorenzo betrayed the family and will pay. By my hand.”

      “Are you sure that’s such a good idea?” I ask. “I mean, you’re a top guy, do you really wanna—?”

      Phoenix fixes his deep-set eyes on me. “It’s my responsibility. My family. My enemy.”

      I rub my temples. “I’m in.”

      “What do you mean, you’re in?” Jase lets out a dry laugh. “Who the fuck asked you?”

      “Xander will come with me,” Phoenix says in a flat voice, leveling Jase with a hard stare.

      “Why the hell does he get to go?” Jase demands.

      “Because he’s the one with the relationship. It’s how he was able to get time with Lorenzo in the first place. While you’re out there swinging your dick around, Xander got information we can actually use.” Phoenix’s lips curl into a grimace. “I hate like hell to go back to that bastard and show our hand, but we need more than just a picture. We need to find Rossi and the location for Moretti’s new operation.” Phoenix looks at me. “You said you saw him at the beach?”

      I nod.

      “He might be closer to his goal than we think. Moretti might’ve put a tail on you, Xan. That’s why Rossi appeared out of nowhere. The fact that you had Charlotte with you is bad. To him, she’s just another bitch he can sell. But if he knows she means something to you, he has a bargaining chip.”

      A chill runs through me.

      Girls go missing when Rossi is in town.

      Fuck.

      I told her to stay away from that place! Now she’s on Rossi’s radar, just like we’re on Moretti’s.

      I pace the room, tugging at my hair. “He was by her car at the beach tonight, Phoenix. He might have known she was there with me. And he knows who she is. That night at the club, he used her name. She’s in danger.”

      Phoenix nods. “She needs to be home. It’s the safest place for her to be right now. She’s got security on the premises, right?”

      I nod. “I’ll take her back.”

      Phoenix looks at Jase. “You’re staying here with Mom while Dad is gone. Xander and I are going to find Lorenzo.”

      Jase looks as if he’s about to protest, but his mouth snaps shut when he sees Phoenix’s fists clench.

      He knows what Phoenix can do, too.

      “Fine,” he grumbles, folding his arms over his chest.

      Phoenix nods his head toward the door. “Those two clowns out there, what do they know?”

      I shrug. “They’re just friends from school. They don’t know anything about this. I’m not an idiot.”

      Jase scoffs and storms out of the office.

      “Good to hear,” Phoenix smirks at me and ruffles my hair until his face turns somber again. “Xander, you still have anything for her?”

      I rake a hand through my now-disheveled hair and look away. “I didn’t like the idea of her driving by herself after we spotted Rossi. He disappeared and I had no idea where he was, if he was hiding, waiting for us to move…” I clutch the sides of my head, a frustrated sigh expelling from my lips.

      “You need to be smart about this. Keep your head in the game. This is what you’ve wanted — a chance to get respect. You can’t let any distractions get in the way of your responsibilities to the family.”

      “I know, Phoenix.”

      “Hey.” He pokes me in the chest. “Don’t be a smartass, okay? You wanna come out to Chicago and work for me? Take on a real role in the organization? Then you need to play it right while you’re here. Charlotte had your head in a million fucking places when she left. I know it, Dad knows it, Jase knows it. We can’t have that happen again, you understand? No more dicking around. Besides, she needs to stay the hell away from you, otherwise she’ll get caught in the crossfire. And I know you don’t want that. Eliminate the distraction now, or else it’ll be eliminated for you.” Phoenix fixes me with a penetrating stare.

      Caught in the crossfire.

      That’s the last thing I want.

      Funny, I used to think seeing Charlotte again would be the last thing I’d ever want.

      “Are we clear?” When I give my head a quick nod, Phoenix smiles at me.

      “I’m glad to hear we’re on the same page. Now tell me something, you been practicing with that box cutter, bro? I’m thinking you’re gonna need it tonight.”
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      I follow Phoenix out of my father’s office, the smell of my mother’s famous marinara sauce making my stomach rumble.

      Like I could even think about eating anything right now.

      My eyes fall on Charlotte. Her spine is stiff as she swirls a long wooden spoon around the large stainless-steel pot on the stove. Chase and Asher are standing by, sinister smirks on their faces as they laze against the center island in the kitchen, arms folded over their stupid prep ass button downs.

      I grit my teeth.

      What in the fuck?

      Phoenix drops a hand on Charlotte’s shoulder and she looks up at him with a relieved smile.

      It makes my blood fucking curdle.

      Why does she look relieved that Phoenix is here?

      And what did those assholes say to her?

      Judging by the looks on their faces, it was nothing good.

      Asher whispers something to Chase, and they both snicker.

      I ball my fists at my sides.

      They think they have power, and stupid me for feeding it to them in the first place. As if my father would ever put his trust into these guys to handle his business. They only know Gucci and Versace and Armani.

      They know nothing of Beretta and Ruger and Kimber.

      “Xan, you ready to go?” Chase asks. “Or, ah…” He nods his head toward Charlotte’s back as she stirs, her hand wrapped so tightly around that spoon that her knuckles are turning white. “You got something you need to take care of first?”

      I take in a sharp breath. “There’s been a change of plans.”

      The guys exchange a look. “But you said your dad—”

      I hold up a hand to stop Asher from speaking his next words. “Not tonight.”

      “What about the stuff that was taken? Doesn’t he want to get it back?”

      I narrow my eyes as Phoenix rolls his. “I told you. Not tonight! I’ll talk to you at school tomorrow. We’ll figure it all out then.”

      Asher’s nostrils flare and his jaw twitches. Of the two, he’d be the one more likely to cut me down, but he’s not stupid enough to do it here in what he thinks is my other domain.

      Thank fuck Jase was pissed off enough to disappear before he shattered that perception for me.

      Phoenix pops a piece of bread into his mouth, not even trying to hide the smirk on his face.

      And Char…she never looks up.

      Not once.

      My throat tightens as Chase and Asher stalk out the front door without another word, slamming the door behind them.

      “Xander, what the fuck is with those guys? Are you really that desperate for friends that you needed to pick up with Brantley and Bentley? I mean, they were so fucking starched my body hurt looking at them.” Phoenix grabs a soda out of the fridge and twists off the top.

      A tiny snicker escapes Charlotte’s lips as she stirs, and I let out a small sigh.

      My mother’s familiar perfumed scent floats into the room, and she greets me with a bright smile, gathering me into her arms. I bury my head in her neck for a minute, just so I can pretend I’m not about to dismember someone, that my whole family is not being hunted by a notorious enemy, and that the girl I secretly love isn’t a potential target for a sex-trafficking ring. For one minute, I just want to be a guy with no cares in the world who can hug his mom and feel protected.

      I can’t remember the last time that was my reality.

      “Charlotte, are you going to stay for dinner?”

      My eyes dart over to Phoenix’s, but before I can even answer, Charlotte turns around with a small smile on her face. “Thanks, Mrs. Iazetti, but I can’t tonight.” I try like hell to catch her gaze, but she purposely avoids it.

      At least, that’s what my paranoia tells me anyway.

      “Are you sure, sweetie? I feel like you deserve to eat it after all of the work I made you do to it!” Mom laughs, a heartfelt chuckle that is as genuine as they come.

      Just like Mom.

      “Thank you, but it’s fine. I’m actually having dinner with my parents.”

      Hmm. I call bullshit.

      I can’t imagine the last time Charlotte’s parents actually made her feel like they wanted her around. It’s part of the reason why we always spent so much time here. My parents treated her like more of a daughter than her own did.

      It doesn’t make any sense. Why would she lie? She always preferred being here to her own house in the past. What’s she running home to?

      But as much as I want to keep her by my side, I know I have to take her far away from here. Her sticking around puts her more at risk, and until I have more on Moretti, I need her to lay low.

      Only problem is, I can’t tell her why.

      “I’ll take you home,” I say, avoiding my mother’s curious stare. She knows enough not to ask the burning questions unless we’re alone, and for that I’m grateful.

      I wish fucking Jase had gotten the discretion gene.

      But he got overloaded with the dickhead gene instead.

      I watch as Charlotte gathers my mother in a long, tight hug and my mother cups her face, making her promise to come back to collect on the dinner invite.

      Charlotte never once looks up at me.

      My skin prickles as she brushes past, flipping her hair over her shoulder. My breath hitches as the soft ends graze my arm. Phoenix flashes a knowing smile, and I grab my keys, following Charlotte out the door.

      I push my hair back and follow her, clicking the after-market alarm I just had installed to unlock the passenger side door. I open the door and she slides in, silent, still staring straight ahead.

      “I’m not taking you back to the beach. I don’t want you anywhere near that car,” I say. “I’m taking you straight home. We’ll worry about the car tomorrow. And you can’t go anywhere tonight, okay? You need to lay low until we figure this out.”

      Nothing but silence fills the air.

      “Char—” I start to say.

      “Just shut it, Xander,” she mutters. “I shouldn’t have gone home with you. I should have gone right to the cops. And don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself. I don’t need you as my keeper. I would have preferred you as my friend, but it’s clear we’re past that now.”

      My fingers tighten around the steering wheel. “Way past,” I growl. “And don’t do anything stupid tonight. That guy has your license plate number. That means he has your address. Let your highly paid security team do their jobs and stay in that fucking house!”

      “You don’t have the right to tell me what to do!” she screeches. “You gave up that right, remember? You’re not pulling strings anymore! Not you or your asshole friends!”

      My friends.

      Jesus Christ, what the hell did they say to her?

      I try to control my breathing, but my pulse is thumping so hard against my neck, I’m afraid it’ll explode in the next few seconds. “Look, if that guy was on your ass tonight, do you really think he’d have let you make it to the police station? Or anywhere else, for that matter?” I shake my head, the Judge’s engine roaring to life. “I know you’re not that stupid.”

      She pins me to the leather seat with a glare that shoots flaming fucking daggers that slice away at my insides. “I’m not a lot of things, Xander. And a doormat is one of them.”

      I peel out of my driveway, headed in the direction of Hawthorne Manor. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “That whole episode at the beach?” she yells. “What was that? Another way to play me? Toying with me like that when I was clearly upset? You decided to use a different tactic since we weren’t at school?” She scoffs. “I prefer the bully version of you better. At least he’s an outright scumbag and not a liar!”

      “I wasn’t gonna let you stick around in the fucking dark so that dick could attack you the way he almost did at the club I told you to stay away from!” I shout, maneuvering the car down a tree-lined street in her neighborhood. “I didn’t want you to wind up dead!”

      “And you were so worried that you disappeared with your brothers practically as soon as we walked into the house, and then left your jerk-ass friends to feed on me. Tell me, are they your errand boys the way you always complained about being Jase’s? Are they taking bully classes from the king? Is that why they were there tonight?”

      I slam my hands on the steering wheel. Goddammit! I’m gonna beat the shit outta those assholes when I get my hands on them!

      “What the hell are you talking about? I forgot that I made plans with them tonight. I didn’t think leaving you with them for a few minutes would be a big deal. If they got out of line, don’t worry, I’ll take care of it. But they’re just looking out for me. They know what happened between us and they don’t want me to get screwed over. You know, I have a life, Charlotte! I had to keep going after you left! I made other friends, friends who actually gave a shit about me! I built a life for myself, a damn good one, once I figured out how I was gonna—” I snap my mouth shut before I can finish my thought.

      How I was gonna live without you.

      Yeah, that’s better left unsaid for now.

      It’ll be easier to keep her safe if she continues to hate me.

      “I had a life, too, Xander, and it sucked without you,” she whispers as I pull up to the security gate at her estate.

      Well, fuck me. That makes my gut contort every which way, not that there’s a damn thing I can do about it right now.

      The guard pops his head out to eye me up and down. Finally, he peers into the car, spotting Charlotte.

      “Hey, Jasper,” she says, forcing a smile. “He’s fine, don’t worry.”

      Jasper nods, flashing a tight smile at me. “Sir.”

      “Thanks,” I grunt, pressing on the gas as soon as the gates creak open.

      I drive slowly, passing the Olympic-sized swimming pool, cabanas, tennis court, and man-made lake on the property before the main house comes into view. I pull around the cobblestone driveway and stop in front of the double mahogany doors.

      I open my mouth to say something, not that I know what, but she beats me to it.

      “I thought I caught a glimpse of the real you at the beach, the guy I remember. The guy I loved,” she murmurs. “But he really is gone, isn’t he?” She shakes her head.

      “He had a lot of shit to deal with on his own when you left,” I say, staring at her profile in the moonlight, silently urging her to look at me one last time. “It changed him. For good.”

      “Yeah, and for the worst,” she says, a hard edge to her voice. She turns her head a slight bit, meeting my pained expression, her eyes guarded. “Stupid me for thinking things could be different this time around.” She pushes open the door and steps out of the car before I can even jump out to help her.

      “I have a great fucking life without you, Charlotte,” I hiss, choking on each word as they spill from my lips. “And the only thing that’s gonna be different this time is that your pathetic ass will be shriveled up in a corner alone. Your choice,” I say through clenched teeth. “Your fault. Your fucking problem.”

      Charlotte’s eyes widen as I spew hatred and disdain, despising myself more and more with each word uttered. Her eyes darken, her jaw tight. “Well, thanks for reminding me that I have absolutely nothing keeping me here in Ridgeview, Xander. Graduation can’t come soon enough,” she snaps, sliding out of the car and slamming the door closed.

      I watch her walk into the house, her shoulders slumped and an icy sensation circles my heart and squeezes.

      I’d say it hurts, but it’s already so damn numb.

      And empty.

      It’s been that way for the year and a half.

      I don’t see it ever changing.
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      Xander doesn’t follow me.

      It’s not a surprise, but it still stings a little.

      It’s not like he has ever fought for me before. Why would tonight be any different?

      After slamming his car door, I hear his car peel out of my driveway. Guess he couldn’t get away from me fast enough.

      My entire body feels heavy as the giant wood front door whines while I open it. The sterile feel of Hawthorne Manor pricks at every nerve.

      This is the last place I want to be. But where else do I have to go?

      Slipping my shoes off, I trot to my staircase. Right as my foot is about to hit the first step, my father’s booming voice echoes against the marble flooring.

      “Where the fuck have you been?” My father never curses, not unless he is fighting with my mother.

      I twirl around, pinned in place by his menacing stare. His chest is puffed out. His fists are clenched. His suit is disheveled. Not the look I was expecting.

      No matter how rough of a day, no matter how enraged Charles Hawthorne was, he always kept his composure — always looked put together. His outward appearance was akin to a superpower.

      “Out,” I finally respond. I feel an inch tall as he hovers over me.

      “What do you mean ‘out’? Where is my car?” The bourbon coating his words isn’t lost on me.

      I take a step back, but he closes the space quickly. “I went to the beach, but a friend drove me home.”

      “A friend?” My father’s deep blues narrow as he scoffs. “Iazettis are not friends. When is that going to sink into that thick skull of yours?”

      I tug on the bottom of my long hair. He’s right. But I ignore the fact that he knew I was with Xander. I don’t want to fight with him about that anymore. Old news. He ruined all of that for me years ago. There’s no use in beating that dead horse.

      “So, you just left my expensive car in a lot at the beach without even thinking about the fact that it could be stolen?” he continued, growling at me.

      “I’ll get it in the morning. It was getting dark and I didn’t feel safe driving.” It’s only half of a lie. I wasn’t safe. But it’s not like my father cares about that. He only cares that I borrowed his new baby and that she was in danger. My father could buy ten more of them without blinking, but to him they are invaluable. Wonder if he thinks of me that way. Probably not.

      “You’re just as careless as your mother.” His words dig in deep as I remember their fight from earlier.

      “I’m sorry for taking the car, but I promise I will get it before school tomorrow.” I don’t know what else to say. There isn’t really any point with all of that rage, sorrow, and expensive liquor soaking my father’s blood.

      “Your brother would have never been so cavalier.”

      Ouch.

      “Well, I am sorry I am not Andrew,” I cry out, throwing my shoes and purse onto the floor at my feet. I know he was thinking it, so might as well just say it. “I am sorry I am not the perfect golden boy that he was. I am the disappointment that you just wish wasn’t your problem.”

      “Don’t be dramatic, Charlotte. You messed up tonight. Do not turn this around on me.” He grips my arm, getting within an inch of my face. “You know better than to act like a petulant child.”

      “I know what you really want to say, Dad.” I bow up a little, locking my eyes on his.

      “What is that, Lottie?” His lips curl at the corners as his front teeth grind together, daring me to say what is on my mind.

      He’s drunk. No surprise. But I wish that it was because he was mourning his son. My father doesn’t have that kind of heart – or a heart at all. He’s just drunk because he can be. And its making this entire situation even worse. Fuck it. I’m finally voicing how I feel and that feeling amazing.

      “You wish that I was gone and Andrew was still here. And quite frankly, so do I.”

      “I knew bringing you home was a mistake.”

      “Then why did you?” My throat catches as I fight back all of the emotions from the day. I hate that I want to cry. I hate that I am showing any form of weakness. I am not weak. He will finally see that about me. He has tugged on my strings for the last time.

      “Because I am your father and I am doing what is right for this family. You know as much as you need to. You’d best learn your place around here. Stop acting out and stealing cars that don’t belong to you, and start acting like the Hawthorne that you’re supposed to be.”

      “I see it now. I see why Mom has to stay doped up to be around you. You’re a miserable man who doesn’t care about anything other than status and money.”

      “You’re mother at least knows her place,” he snarls, gripping my arm tighter. As his nails dig in, I try to wrestle it free. There’s no use. He’s got me right where he wants me.

      “Let me guess. She’s at a spa for a few days? She made good on her promise to leave.”

      He churns his jaw, eyes still locked on mine. He’s daring me to look away but I won’t. Not this time. I am finally standing up for myself. And it feels damn good.

      “You know I miss him, too. Just like Mom does. Just like you do,” I continue as my father stands there at a loss for words for the first time in his life. “But at least we don’t take it out on everyone else around us. You treat Mom like shit and you both completely ignore me.”

      “I will not stand for this, Charlotte. I am your father. You have no right to speak to me this way.”

      Is that all he’s got? Really? Nice comeback, Chuckie.

      “You just don’t like things that you cannot control.”

      His shoulders square as he sucks in a deep breath. “Go to your room and stay there. You are not to leave this house until it is time for school in the morning. Do I make myself clear? I’ll deal with the car. You’re never to drive one of my vehicles ever again. Is that clear?”

      I swallow hard. He’s the second man to tell me I cannot leave the suffocating walls of Hawthorne Manor in under an hour. It makes me want to leave all the more. And I am going to. He’ll just never find out about it. The only reason why he knew I was gone was because I left with his car. I won’t make that mistake again.

      He throws my arm to the side and turns away from me.

      “I have to go out for the night, but mark my words, I have every eye of this staff watching you.” He doesn’t turn around for his final statement. He just leaves me standing there.
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        * * *

      

      My stomach grumbles as I watch from my balcony my father leaving the house.

      Grabbing my phone, I dial Ellie.

      “Hey,” she answers. Her tone is usually upbeat but from that one word, I can hear that something’s up.

      “Wanna grab a late dinner?” I hopefully ask.

      “Can’t. My father found out I snuck out the other night and has me on house arrest.”

      “Crap. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault. Have a drink for me. I have to go. I am not supposed to be using the phone.”

      “See you at school tomorrow.”

      “Yeah. See you there.”

      Fuck it. I’ll go by myself.

      My mouth waters from the sheer thought of sangria and roasted chipotle salsa from my favorite Tex-Mex restaurant, Green Cactus.

      Without missing a beat, I order an Uber.

      Now to get past the guards.

      I make sure to put in the notes in the app for the car to wait outside of the gate on the north side. The hedges block the guard from being able to see well. Man, I am way too good at being able to ditch my bodyguards for being away for so long. Who knew that sneaking out was like riding a bike?

      I change into a killer deep red dress that I have been dying to wear, grab my clutch, and sneak down the trellis like it is nothing.

      The driver parked in the perfect spot.

      At least something is going my way today.

      As I fasten my seatbelt, the entire evening starts playing over in my head. Kissing Xander — why did it have to be so perfect? And why did it have to be ruined by his dickhead friends? I have no idea what is actually happening in my life. The guy whom I secretly love is playing games and has turned into my mortal enemy. And for a split second I let my guard down. He saw the opening and took his chance. And boy did he get it.

      How could I have been so fucking stupid?

      How could I let Xander play me like that?

      I know better.

      At least, I thought I did.

      My mind trips over the drive to my house. How Xander choked on his words. It almost sounded like the old him. The him who cared about me. Could it have been genuine concern? Or did I make it all up in my head?

      “Miss, we’re here,” the driver calls back to me.

      I didn’t even notice that we were parked at the curb.

      “Thanks,” I mutter, making sure I have my phone and purse before exiting the back of the sedan.

      The street is quiet. Only a few people are walking on the other side of the street. Closing time is coming fast, but I have just enough time for one fruity drink and an appetizer. That’s all I need. Just enough to help cleanse me of this wretched day.

      Without warning, a hand grips the back of my arm, pulling me around the corner of the restaurant to a dark alley.

      My brain tries to catch up as my heartbeat thuds against my temple.

      “What in the hell!” I yell out as I am spun around and thrown against the brick wall.

      That scar. It mocks me as I gasp for air. The wind completely knocked out of me.

      “Hello, Charlotte.” The stalker holds me by the shoulders. My skin ignites from his touch. My body trembles. My throat dries out.

      I struggle against him as he inches closer. “Help! Someone help!”

      With my phone still clutched in my hand, I try tapping the screen frantically.

      “Not so fast, little one. I’m not done with you yet,” he rumbles so close to my ear that I can feel the vibrations. He smacks the cell out of my hand, quickly pressing his entire, broad body against mine.

      I scream out as my phone crashes onto the pavement, “Siri, call Xander Iazetti.”

      I have no idea if he still has my number blocked, but I didn’t have anyone else to call. My father wouldn’t answer. My mother was probably getting something wrapped or peeled without her phone in ear shot. I can’t let my father’s staff know that I am not at home. Xander is my only hope for salvation.

      I hold my breath as the phone lights up and starts to dial. I can’t take my eyes off of it. I can’t look at my attacker. His eyes that burn through me. His scar that will be forever engraved in my brain. His menacing frame.

      Why did I get myself into this shit?

      Why couldn’t I have just listened for once in my damn life?

      “He can’t save you, little girl,” the stranger whispers in my ear, pressing me harder into the wall. His fingertips dig into my hips.

      “Help!” I shout, but no one is around to hear me.

      Hot breath lands on my prickling cheek. “Nobody is coming for you, Charlotte. There is no one to rescue you. Not this time.”

      I scream out, praying the Xander is listening on the other end of my phone. I yell his name, the place, anything I can think of for Xander to be able to get his ass here and save mine.

      “Daddy Hawthorne needs to keep a better eye on his little canary. Letting you out of your cage is very dangerous,” he snarls, breathing in deeply, his nose pressed against my hair. “So fresh. So pure. You’re going to make a nice addition to my collection.”

      I try to wiggle. Try to stomp my feet. Move in any way at all. But this guy is a giant compared to me. And he has me completely trapped. It gets hard to breathe as I gag on his cologne and the potential looming threat.

      “Get the fuck off me, you goddamned scumbag!” I bellow, craning my neck to get my face as far away from his as possible.

      “You’re not safe. You’ll never be safe again, Charlotte Hawthorne. Don’t ever forget that.” His whisper is gravelly as it whisks into my ear. My back tenses as I try to straighten up. I cannot show this guy one more ounce of fear. That would make this all too easy for him.

      “Leave me alone! Get off of me!”

      He snorts. “No.”

      I finally look at him, the bright scar blaring at me. Without a second thought, I do the only thing I can, I bite down as hard as I can on his stubble-covered cheek. The saltiness from his gross sweat makes me want to hurl, but there is no way that I am letting go. I want to add to the disfigurement of the asshole if it is the last thing I do. And it might be. For all I know, he is going to kill me right here, in a back alley next to a smelly dumpster.

      Or worse.

      He’s going to take me with him, prolonging the inevitable.
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Xander

        

      

    

    
      The plan is simple.

      Find Lorenzo.

      Give him an incentive to divulge Rossi’s location.

      Kill him if he resists.

      That last part was Jase’s idea.

      Fucking idiot. Lorenzo is our only link to Moretti right now. We kill him and we screw ourselves hard.

      My phone vibrates on the table next to me as I toy with the forkful of spaghetti, twirling it over and over again in the center of my plate. Mom is in the kitchen and Jase was too pissed off to make conversation after shoveling in his dinner. I glance at the screen, wondering if it’s Phoenix with the details for tonight.

      It’s not.

      Charlotte’s name flashes, and I grab the phone, sitting straight up in my chair.

      I stab the Accept button and put it to my ear. “Hello?”

      But she doesn’t respond. At least, not in the way I expect.

      I stand up from the chair, straining my ears. There’s a lot of noise — crashing and screaming. I can’t make out full words.

      “Char!” I shout, clutching the phone tight. “Can you hear me?”

      “Xander!”

      Fuck. I hear that.

      Then she yells something else. I clutch my hair. What the hell was that? “Say it again, Char!” I yell.

      Mom runs into the dining room, a concerned look on her face. “Xander, what on Earth—?”

      “Scar!”

      Sonofabitch. Rossi.

      He’s got her. Somewhere.

      My pulse throbs thickly against my throat, so hard I almost choke on the rage bubbling in my chest.

      Did he break into her house? How the hell would that even be possible with the fucking surveillance on her estate?

      I hold up a hand to stop my mother from finishing her question since I have no fucking clue what on Earth and give my head a wild shake. Her eyes widen as she watches my expression morph into one of panic. I squeeze my eyes shut, focusing on her voice. Green Cactus. The Mexican place over on Main Street. We’d spent many afternoons there stuffing our faces with build your own tacos and their homemade guacamole.

      What the fuck is she doing out of the goddamn manor?

      I kick the dining room chair to the side in my haste to get to the front door. I look at my mother and Jase who’s now entered the kitchen, his eyebrows raised in curiosity. “I’m coming, Char!” I shout it as loud as I can…right before the line goes dead.

      On her side.

      “Xander, what the hell is happening?” Jase yells, running after me.

      I slide my feet into my sneakers and grab my keys. “Tell Phoenix there’s been a change of plans. Char is in trouble, and I think it’s our guy Rossi. I’m going after him.” My voice drops. “And make up some bullshit to tell Ma so she doesn’t freak out.” I pull open the front door, ready to bolt.

      “You can’t do this by yourself,” Jase growls, grabbing my arm and yanking me back. I level him with a glare and pull away.

      “I’m going. You wanna stop me? Shoot me.” I run into the night air, clicking the unlock button on my car door.

      I gun the engine and peel out of the driveway, the tires squealing along the pavement. If I drive like a normal person, I can make it to Green Cactus in fifteen minutes.

      But I’m not normal. Not by a fucking long shot.

      I take turns at light speed, running stop signs, and flying through yellow lights to make it there in eight. A quick glance at the dashboard clock confirms that it’s almost closing time. I come to a screeching halt against the curb and jump out of my car. My eyes dart in all directions, but there are no other cars in sight. It’s a weeknight and pretty slow since everyone is back in school.

      I slam my fists on the top of my car and grab my phone to dial her number as I run toward the restaurant.

      Why? I don’t know.

      Maybe I’m just hoping—

      In the distance, I hear it.

      Her ringtone. Our ringtone.

      The Avengers theme song, set to play when my number calls.

      Still.

      Even after all this time.

      “Char?” I call out, jogging in the direction of the tune. It gets louder as I make my way deeper into a dark alley next to the restaurant. I dial again when her voicemail picks up and the song amplifies in volume.

      I’m getting closer to the phone.

      But she doesn’t answer.

      Questions pop inside my brain like bullets.

      Did he take her somewhere? What the hell does he want? Is Moretti behind this?

      Christ, the list of questions is damn endless.

      And I have zero answers to any of them.

      I creep farther down the dank and damp space lined with large beaten-up dumpsters, the stench of old Mexican food assaulting my nostrils. I choke back a gag as I push one out of my path, my heart skidding to a hard stop when I see a pair of feet sticking out from behind another dumpster.

      No.

      Please fucking no!

      I take a deep breath before darting toward the bare feet. One sandal sits on its side a few feet away, the other gone. I drop to my knees, right into a puddle, and reach out a shaky hand to brush the matted blonde hair away from the girl’s hidden face.

      But it’s not just any girl.

      It’s my girl.

      My shoulders quake as my head falls to her chest. Short, sharp gasps escape my lips as I listen for a heartbeat. A strangled cry catches in the back of my throat as I run my fingers over her swollen cheek, her lip split as if she’d been hit with something hard.

      Like a fist.

      My gut clenches, tears pooling in my eyes.

      He did this.

      Moretti.

      Maybe it wasn’t done by his hand directly, but the order came from him.

      To hurt the girl I love.

      The fury rising in my chest blurs all sensibilities and mutes the thoughts crashing between my ears.

      A tiny moan slips from her mouth and I lean closer to make sure I actually do hear it, that it’s not really my imagination fabricating the sound because I’m desperate for Charlotte to be okay.

      I’d give anything for her to be safe, to be anywhere but here.

      Ironic that it was because of me she ended up in this alley in the first place.

      “Char?” I whisper, dipping my head lower. I gently stroke the side of her face as her eyelids flutter open. She blinks a few times.

      “Xander?” she whispers, wincing as she lifts her head. I catch it before it slams back onto the concrete.

      “I’m gonna help you up, okay?”

      “Yeah,” she mumbles weakly. “Nobody came. I screamed and nobody…c-came.” Her soft whimpers make my stomach roil. I wanna hurt the bastard who did this to her. No, fuck that. I wanna kick his ass and then empty a clip into his chest.

      After I shoot off his goddamn balls.

      “Don’t cry, babe,” I say, lifting her as carefully as I can off the uneven pavement. “I’m going to take care of this. I swear. You just need to talk to me. Tell me exactly—”

      “It was him, Xander,” she whispers. “The guy with the scar. But why? What does he want with me?” Her shoulders quake as I lift her into my arms and carry her over to my car, the only one on the desolate street.

      I pull open the backdoor so she can lie down in the backseat, but she refuses.

      “No, please. I want to sit with you.” Her face recoils in pain as I shift her into the passenger seat. She leans back against the leather head rest and lets out a labored breath, clutching the side of her head.

      The side that looks like it was smashed in by a fist.

      Rage floods my insides as an image of Rossi beating Charlotte wallpapers my mind. That rat bastard will pay with every last breath in his fucking body!

      “Tell me what happened,” I say, trying to control my voice. I don’t want to scare her, but the gun under my seat is burning a hole in the floor. I have to fight every last urge to comb the surrounding towns to find Rossi and blow off his deformed head.

      She’s quiet for a minute, her normally bright blue eyes so sad and dejected. The anger from earlier tonight has been replaced with pure defeat, which pains me to no end and I know that the look stems from more than just the attack.

      “After you dropped me off, I had a fight with my dad,” she says in a shaky voice. “It was bad. Really bad. About Mom and Andrew…and,” she sniffles. “Well, everything.”

      Okay, the first person I want to shoot ain’t Rossi anymore.

      “He grounded me. Told me he had plans tonight and was leaving.” Tears spill over, cascading down her bruised cheeks. “I couldn’t…” She chokes on a sob. “I couldn’t stay there alone.”

      “But what about Rolland?” I ask. “You weren’t alone. And you had the security guys.”

      “I didn’t want any of them,” she says, raising her eyes to mine. “I wanted you, even after you made it painfully clear that you didn’t feel the same way.”

      “Charlotte—”

      “I needed to get away,” she says, interrupting me. “And so I ordered an Uber. Then, I walked toward the front door of the restaurant and he grabbed me.” Her voice cracks. “H-he hit me and I bit him.”

      “You bit him?”

      “Yeah, right on his cheek. Hard. I tasted blood. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t all mine.”

      Her eyes flutter closed and she lets out a sigh, then cringes in pain. “Then he punched me in the jaw and knocked me out. I thought he was going to kill me, Xander. That’s why I called you. It’s always you,” she mutters.

      “We should have you looked at,” I say, pulling away from the curb. “I need to take you to the hospital.”

      “No!” She yelps. “No way. They’ll call my parents. I’m fine. He didn’t beat me to a pulp. He smacked me around a little. I’ll survive. I don’t want to deal with my parents tonight. Especially because…”

      “What?” I demand, leaning over her. “Did something else happen?”

      She nods. “Yeah. He said he wasn’t there to kill me. He was there to send a message.”

      “To who?” I croak, barely able to squeeze out a breath at this point.

      Charlotte takes a deep breath before looking at me.

      “He wouldn’t say. He just laughed and said this is only the beginning…a hint of what’s to come.”
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        * * *

      

      My head spins like a top as I drive back to Hawthorne Manor. I’m still wondering how the hell we’re going to avoid any kind of fallout once we get to the guard booth outside the wrought-iron gates of the estate.

      Like nobody is gonna ask who beat the shit out of Charlotte?

      The wheels inside my brain spin so fast, I can swear I smell smoke. Shit! I’ve been so focused on tormenting Charlotte that I put her right in the line of fire.

      I need to get to Phoenix.

      I have to figure out how to stop what the hell is to come.

      How did I get so careless? Since school started, I’ve made my association to Charlotte crystal fucking clear to anyone alive and breathing, and I really have to wonder how Moretti knew to target her?

      Information comes damn cheap if you know the right people.

      And Christ only knows, the Iazettis have plenty of enemies who lurk and wait for an opportunity to strike.

      I pull up to the gate and turn to look at Char. I pull off my baseball cap and drop it into her lap. She puts it on and pulls the bill down low. Between the hat and the dark shadows, we might actually get away without me getting pulled from my car and pelted with fists, courtesy of her ex-Navy SEAL bodyguards.

      The guard from before nods after giving me a long look. I guess he remembers me from before. Thank fuck.

      I drive through and let out an unsteady breath.

      “Did you think they’d suspect you attacked me?” she asks with a snicker.

      “I kind of feel like they’re the act first, ask questions later kind of guys, yeah?” I pull slowly up to the cobblestone circular driveway, assaulted by déjà vu since I was in this very spot a short time earlier.

      Things were a lot different then…

      But the game has changed.

      And the stakes are now even higher.

      I pull past the front door, and she gives me a confused look. “Where are you going?”

      I nod toward the parking lot on the side of the main house. “Right there.”

      “Why? Is this your version of house arrest? You really think I’m going to try to leave again after what happened?” She scoffs. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “I know you don’t,” I say.

      “So what, then?” Her eyes, so defeated only a short time ago, now blaze with self-righteousness. “Are you going to tell me you actually care about what happens to me? Because you sure didn’t give off that vibe before at your house. Or when you drove me home the first time!”

      I turn off the car, clenching and unclenching my fists. “Charlotte,” I say slowly. “There are a lot of things—”

      “You know what, Xander? I don’t give a shit about your things.” She winces, twisting toward the door and pushing it open. “You’re hot, cold, hot again. Maybe one of your things is that you’re a fucking head case, you ever think of that?”

      I can’t help but smirk at that because she’s right.

      “It’s not funny,” she snaps. “And I’m tired of being treated like a damn yo-yo. I’m not your puppet, even though you can’t seem to get that through your dense skull. I do what I want, when I want!”

      “Yeah, and doing that tonight could have gotten you killed!” I shout, fisting my hair. “Fuck, Char, don’t you get it? I’m trying to make sure you stay safe!”

      “Why, Xander?” Her quivering voice makes my gut contort like a pretzel. “Why do you care? You’ve made your new life, and I’m clearly not part of it. I don’t want to be half-in because you get a little nostalgic like you did at the beach today. We’ve both moved on. We’re different people.”

      “You say that,” I whisper, leaning closer to her. “But then you called me when you were in trouble. So I know you don’t mean all of the bullshit things you just said. We are different than we were, but I don’t think either of us has really moved on.” I tilt her chin upward. “Am I right?”

      Her lips tremble, tears springing to her eyes. But still she doesn’t fall into me the way I want her to…the way I need her to. The way she did at the beach. She holds back as if she knows succumbing to what we both crave will detract from any bit of power she has over me.

      And she’s got plenty, even if she doesn’t know it.

      “I have to move on,” she says, her voice barely audible. “I can’t be held back by what used to be.”

      “Why not?” I ask, swallowing past the lump in my throat. “What more do you want?”

      She shrugs. “I want my childhood fantasy to come true. But we both know that can never happen. You’ll always bow to your own master, a master I can’t even begin to understand. It was always that way, even though you tried to fight it.” She pulls away from me, averting her eyes. “I saw it again tonight with Jase and Phoenix. You always battled against what they wanted for you. I felt it every time we were with them. I don’t mix with whatever life they’ve created for you. And me leaving let you take your rightful place.”

      My mouth drops open after hearing her admission. “Why didn’t you ever say anything to me about it?”

      “I never wanted you to feel like you needed to choose. But you really thought I didn’t know, Xander? That I had no clue what your family was all about?”

      “You never asked any questions.”

      “That’s because I never wanted to hear any lies in response.” She shifts in her seat, a tiny gasp of pain emerging from her lips before she continues to shatter me with her words. “I ignored it all. But even I knew why my father was so against us being close, the damage it would do to the precious and pristine Hawthorne name.” With a roll of her eyes, she scoffs. “As if he’s even worthy of such a reputation, the jackass that he is.”

      “Can’t argue that one.” I sigh, leaning my head back. “But as much of an asshole as he is, maybe he’s right. That’s part of the reason why I let you go, Char. Yeah, I was a dick when you told me you were being sent to London. I was angry because I couldn’t stop it. Couldn’t stop any of it,” I muse.

      “I should have done something to stop it. It’s my fault for letting him control me.” A single tear escapes her eye. “But part of me just wanted him to accept me. I figured if I did what he wanted, he’d have treated me differently. Better than before. That maybe he’d realize what he lost when I left and would want me home. To fix things with me. To actually have a relationship.” She wiped away the tear. “It was stupid. I was kidding myself. I’ve always played second fiddle, why would I be dumb enough to think it could ever change?  That either of them would ever change.”

      “Not dumb. Just hopeful.” My finger swipes away another tear. “And if he had half a brain, he’d have realized what he lost.”

      “Do you know they came to see me once while I was gone?” she whispers. “One visit. That’s it.” She shakes her head. “I may as well have died along with Andrew for all they care.”

      “Don’t you dare say that,” I grunt, taking her by the shoulders. “Never think that.”

      “Why?” She lets out a dry laugh followed by a hiccup. “My parents wouldn’t give a damn. I have a housekeeping staff who cares more about me than they do.”

      “I’d give a damn,” I say in a gruff voice, dipping my head toward hers.

      “Until you decide to jerk me around again, right?”

      “No,” I whisper. “And for all you think you know about my life, what you don’t know is everything I’ve tried to shield you from. Things I hate about myself because I can’t fight against them anymore. Expectations my family has, responsibilities I have. It’s in my blood, Char. And I’d never be able to protect you from it. You’d always be at risk, something I could never have on my conscience. I have to show allegiance to my family, as much as I despise what their influence has turned me into. I never wanted you to see that guy…to know that guy. And I tried for a long time to separate you from him. But once you left, I got sucked in. I let it happen because I didn’t have a reason not to anymore. I stayed out because of you, and then you left.” I raise my eyes to hers. “I blamed you for what I became, but it was my choice. I had to accept that, and seeing you back here…” I shake my head. “It made me remember what we had, what we lost. It pissed me off that you got away from your problems, if even for just a short time, and I was left here stuck with my own.”

      “I didn’t leave of my own accord, Xander. I was pretty much ordered to leave. It wasn’t exactly a pleasant parting of the ways between me and my parents.”

      “I know that. Makes me feel like a bigger piece of shit,” I mutter.

      “Good. Because you should feel that way.”

      I smirk at her. “You’ve got a really smart mouth now.”

      “I told you. I’m not the same girl.”

      “No, you’re not.” I trail my fingertips down the side of her cheek. “And somehow, I want you even more now.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You can’t go backward,” Charlotte whispers as I inch closer to her.

      “I don’t want to.” And I mean that with all my heart. I only want to go forward. I just don’t know how the fuck that’s possible for me, knowing the warnings, the threats, and the risks.

      Part of me wants to just say screw it and deal with the consequences.

      The other part of me knows the consequences will be too great for both of us.

      Decisions, decisions.

      I always seem to make the wrong ones.

      For the right reasons.

      I reach around the back of her head, my lips gently grazing hers.

      And here we go again with the bad choices.

      But God, she tastes amazing…better than I remember.

      I want to devour her, to drink her in and release all of the pent-up emotions that have been coursing through me since she got back to town. But I hold back, not wanting to hurt her…or find out that what she wants isn’t me after all.

      And at that moment, her lips part, her tongue dipping into mine. A tiny mewl slips from her lips as it coils with mine — hot, desperate, hungry.

      Her fingers tangle in my hair, tugging at it, drawing me closer still.

      God, it’s like we’re sixteen all over again sharing that first forbidden kiss.

      This one is just as taboo.

      And I love her even more now than I did then.

      I gently cup her cheek in my hand, careful not to press it against her bruises. But all thoughts of her injuries take a backseat to the lust swirling between us. She drags my lower lip through her teeth, making my cock jump, and a low moan escapes my mouth.

      I need to get her out of this car.

      Now.

      “Xander,” she murmurs against my lips, pulling away the slightest bit. Her eyes glow in the moonlight, the look of defeat replaced with heated desire. “Come with me.” She pushes open the door, her gaze never leaving mine.

      Fuck yeah, I will.

      We will.

      I can’t scramble out of my car fast enough, and I almost trip over my own feet as I rush around to the passenger side door to meet Charlotte. She laces her fingers with mine and leads me toward one of the side entrances to the main house, one that leads directly to her own wing.

      And just like that, we avoid anyone on the staff casing the place.

      Which is a good thing, because if they knew I was here, if Charles knew what I’m about to do to his daughter…

      I smile to myself.

      I take that back.

      I want him to know, cocksucker that he is.

      He’s wasted so much time, and he has no idea how lucky he is to have Charlotte for a daughter.

      I realize it and it makes my heart clench to think about how his bad behavior has made her suffer over the years.

      I never want her to suffer like that again.

      And I especially don’t want to be the one to cause the suffering.

      Charlotte presses a few buttons to disable the alarm before sticking her key in the hole. She cracks open the door and we sneak inside, the only light guiding our path is courtesy of the moon shining through a slit in the side panel window curtains.

      She twists around, and the sliver of light shines on the bruise on her cheek. Rage bubbles in my veins at the sight, and I blink to erase the image of her lying helpless and unconscious in that alleyway.

      What would have happened if she couldn’t make that call?

      What would have happened if I didn’t answer it?

      I swallow hard, willing the questions to stop assaulting my mind.

      Thank God I unblocked her number earlier.

      She’s safe.

      With me.

      And I’m going to make sure she’s never at risk again.

      Somehow.

      “You look like you’re a million miles away,” she whispers.

      I shake my head. Nope, only about five… “I’m right here, Char. Exactly where I should be.”

      Her lips curl upward and she takes my hands, backing up the stairs, her lust-filled gaze unwavering. We barely make it into her suite and lock the door before she jumps into my waiting arms, locking her legs around my waist. I back her against the door, and she leans her head back, a tiny moan tumbling from her lips.

      I pull away. “Am I hurting you?”

      She shakes her head. “I’ve never felt better in my life,” she murmurs, tangling her fingers in my hair and pulling me close. Our lips crush against each other like we’re starving lions attacking their prey. I drink her in, savoring every nip and tug of her greedy tongue. My hands grip her ass tight as she slides her pussy against my dick.

      Christ, I feel like I’m already about to blow.

      Her breaths turn into short, sharp gasps as her movements speed up. With one hand still on her ass, I slip my fingers into her panties and into her pussy. My knees buckle as they slide right into her slick opening.

      “Ahh!” she yelps and I cover her mouth with mine as I delve deeper, caressing her soft folds. My cock pulsates, barely constrained by my jeans, as I drive into her. Her tight walls clench around my fingers and I slide my thumb against her clit, my lips swallowing her cries for more. Her legs quake as her juices flow over my hand and fuck me, the need to taste her crashes over me like an all-consuming wave.

      I carry her over to the huge, king-sized bed in the center of the room and lie her down on the mattress, my vision clouded by desire that I’ve kept pent-up for the better part of the past five years. Her eyes flutter open, her swollen lips lifting at the corners.

      “Is that all you’ve got?” she whispers, breathless.

      “Not even close,” I rasp, tearing off my t-shirt and flinging it to the floor. I slide the straps of her dress off her shoulders, and with a flick of my fingers, I unhook her bra, tossing it aside. I reach around her back, lifting her so I can slide off her dress. My breath hitches as I stare down at her, clad only in a pair of black lacy panties…panties that I’m about to tear off with my teeth.

      “You’re beautiful,” I whisper, my hands roaming over her soft bronzed skin. She shivers at my touch and I smile. “More beautiful than you’ve ever been.”

      I dip my head over her, swirling my tongue over her taut pink nipple and taking her full breast into my mouth, making sure to give my full attention to the other one when I’m done. She writhes beneath me, her fingertips digging into my back as I drag her soft skin out through my teeth.

      I know I have a pretty masterful tongue, but this is nothing compared to what I’m about to do.

      I loop my fingers into her panties and push them to her ankles. She kicks them off, her legs falling open, her chest heaving with anticipation. But I take my time, my lips on a determined but slow path down her abdomen.

      Char is an impatient one, though. She pushes my shoulders down and I laugh to myself. I’ve waited for this moment for years. There’s no way I’m rushing through this.

      My cock is in total disagreement.

      I wrap my arms around her creamy thighs, hiking her upward, only to tease her some more. I assault her velvety skin with my lips, coming close enough to her pussy to make her moan, but far enough away to make her beg.

      In the end, I decide I’m not only torturing her but myself, as well.

      It’s been far too long.

      And I’m just as greedy as she is.

      I bury my face between her thighs, my fingertips digging into the soft flesh of her ass as I tongue-fuck her. My teeth nip at her clit as my tongue slides in and out of her quivering lips, slow at first, and then faster and faster as her nails slice away at my back.

      And damn, that searing pain feels so fucking good.

      Her legs lock around my face, the sound of her desperate wailing muffled by the pillow she shoves over her face. My tongue circles her clit, rubbing and flicking it, and holy fuck, her hands fist my hair so hard I almost lose my focus.

      Almost…

      Her juices flow over my tongue, and I savor every last drop of her desire with a thirst for her that can never be quenched. Fuck, I’ve tried so many times with so many others, but it’s always Charlotte.

      Always was, always will be.

      “Xander,” she whispers, tossing the pillow aside and sitting up. Her cheeks are flushed a deep pink, her eyes glittering.

      I stroke the side of her face, twirling a strand of her hair around my finger. I never want to forget how she looks right now.

      The happiness, the hope, the excitement — all of the things she only put on display when she was with me — it’s all there in her expression.

      I never thought I’d see that look again.

      Truth be told, I didn’t deserve it.

      I still don’t think I do.

      Shoving up to move over toward me, she runs a hand down the front of my chest, biting down on her lower lip and gazing up at me with a hunger…the same hunger coursing through me. Her fingers move toward my belt, fumbling with the buckle. Her eyes never leave mine as she works, her hands finally freeing me of the constraint of fabric. My cock springs to life, captured by her warm hands, throbbing against them as they stroke the swollen head and my length. I lean back on my heels, shuddering breaths cutting away at my lungs with each stroke and tug. Precum gathers at the tip, and her hot tongue laps it up, licking and caressing every inch of me, driving me closer to the edge of sanity with that dirty mouth that I’ve fantasized about.

      I grip the comforter for balance as she takes me in, the head of my cock hitting the back of her throat over and over. Her hands knead my balls, making them ache with need. I gasp, my teeth clenched as she nibbles at my slit.

      I can’t lose it.

      Not yet.

      Not this way.

      I gently push her away from me even though my dick is screaming bloody fucking murder right now.

      Easy, guy.

      I know what the hell I’m doing.

      She falls back to the mattress, one hand still pumping my cock, one hand falling to her breast, flicking at her nipple.

      That is so goddamn hot.

      I drag my stiff cock up and down her wet slit and she gasps, opening her legs, beckoning me.

      But I don’t need an invitation.

      I hover over her, thrusting my hips forward into her tight hot pussy.

      “Fuck, Xan!” she rasps, wrapping her arms around my waist, pressing me against her. She writhes under me, her hips twisting round and round, keeping me buried deep inside of her. I clench my teeth as blood rushes to my groin.

      Oh, no.

      Not yet!

      I grip her hips, dragging my cock out slowly so it slides against her clit and then diving back into her with long, hard strokes. Her walls clench around me, tight like a vise, and my breath hitches.

      So good, so tight, so fucking wet.

      I pound into her, thrusting with a growing intensity, her frenzied movements matching mine. Our bodies slap together, her tits bouncing back and forth as I fuck her. My heart thunders in my chest, my orgasm building to the point where thinking is a challenge. Carnal flames roar throughout my body, sparks of lust in my gut igniting and shooting out to my fingers and toes.

      I plow into her a few more times, her perfect pink pussy wrapped tight like a glove around me, forcing me deeper, pleading for the release only I can give her.

      Her pussy shudders, quivering around me as a hot wet rush blankets my dick in everything that is her.

      “Fuck!” I roar, pulling out of her and giving my cock a few long, hard strokes before losing myself. Cum spurts from the head, shooting over her heaving tits and stomach. I yelp, squeezing my eyes shut as the orgasm tears through me.

      And when I open my eyes, when I see her seductive gaze on mine, when I see her drag a finger down her torso and suck off my cum, I’m already hard as a steel rod and ready for round two.

      I lean over and grab my t-shirt, cleaning her off before I collapse next to her. I cup her ass and pull her onto her side so I can see her gorgeous face and the huge, bright smile I just put on it.

      The smile I want burned into my memory.

      The one I never want to erase.

      But then again, we don’t always get what we want, do we?

      At the end of the day, we’re the same, Char and me.

      Both puppets for our respective masters.

      And even if she can figure out a way to cut those damn strings, I know I can’t.

      There isn’t a tool strong enough to sever those fucking lines.

      They’ll be wrapped tight around my neck until I die.

      “I love you, Char.” The words slip out of my lips before I can even think about them.

      Fuck.

      Charlotte blinks at me for a second while her smile grows wider. “I have been waiting to hear you say those words for years,” she finally mutters. “And I love you, too, Xander.”
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        * * *

      

      A buzzing sound next to my ear startles me from the salacious dream I was having about me and Charlotte. Groping hands, greedy mouths, sweaty, naked bodies writhing against each other…

      I flip onto my side, opening my eyes a crack before grabbing my phone.

      My lips curl upward as her body dips farther into mine, her arm flung over my chest.

      Fuck, yeah.

      It was no dream.

      That was reality.

      And it was better than any fantasy I’d ever conjured up in my lust-filled mind whenever we were together.

      My dick is already rock solid and ready to go. Again.

      I squint at the screen before stabbing the Accept button.

      Phoenix.

      Shit.

      Well, my dick was hard…

      A quick glance at her night table clock confirms I’m late.

      By about five hours.

      I manage to slide myself out from under Charlotte’s arm and off the bed without disturbing her.

      She’s always been a pretty heavy sleeper, but Phoenix on the rampage can wake the dead.

      I swallow a groan when the vibrating stops.

      Voicemail.

      That’s an unforgivable sin in my brother’s eyes.

      And now that the call has gone to voicemail, there’s even more of a reason for me to get out of earshot.

      I creep into her bathroom and close the door behind me before dialing him back.

      He doesn’t even wait for me to say anything before the attack ensues.

      “What the fuck happened to you last night?” he roars. “You left and never came back! Do you realize how many guys I’ve had combing the fucking streets looking for you?”

      “Phoenix, I’m sorry,” I murmur, scrubbing a hand down the front of my face. “I lost track of time. Charlotte called, and—”

      “Goddammit! Not this again!” Then he spews some more colorful expletives than he’s already voiced before lashing out again. “I told you what would happen if you let yourself get distracted again! It was fine when you were sixteen, but it’s not fine anymore! Not now, when we have so many enemies just waiting for you to screw up, Xander! What the hell was so important that you had to go to her? Last night, of all nights?”

      “Listen to me,” I hiss. “I know you’re pissed off, but she was attacked. She went to Green Cactus, that Mexican place on the other side of town, and Rossi attacked her.”

      Phoenix groans. “Fuck me.”

      “Yeah. He roughed her up and she called me. She didn’t know what the hell he was gonna do next — if he was gonna kill her, kidnap her. She called me and I went to her, okay? And if I’m such a liability, then fucking try to kill me!”

      “Stop being a self-centered little asshole. I told you what you need to do…what we need to do. And it doesn’t involve rescue missions! Are you telling me you’d choose her over your family?”

      My heart thumps hard against my chest. I want to say yes. I want it to be the truth. But it can’t. How can I make that choice and survive it?

      “No,” I finally say, a deflated breath making my shoulders sag. I lean forward against the counter, resting my head in my hands. This is a no-win game for me. It always has been, even back when I was young and stupid and thought I could have it all.

      Because I can’t.

      Nobody can.

      It’s just not the way shit works.

      Not in this life.

      “I went myself,” he says in a cold voice. “I went searching for Lorenzo because I realize what’s important.”

      “Phoenix, I know what’s important. I brought her home and stayed with her because she was upset and scared. Then we fell asleep and—”

      “How cute is that? Did you fuck her, too?”

      “No,” I lie.

      “There’s no room for her in your life, Xander. If you don’t cut out this knight in shining armor shit, you won’t have to worry about making the hard decisions. They’ll be made for you.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I growl.

      “It means you’ll never hack it in Chicago. Fuck, it means you’ll never survive long enough to make it out there. You make a choice right now. Are you with her or are you with us? And if you need to even think about it—”

      “I’m with you,” I mutter. “My loyalty is with the family.”

      Phoenix pauses. “Good. Then get the hell back here as soon as possible so we can figure out how to find Rossi since that scumbag Lorenzo has gone off the grid.”

      “Wouldn’t it be better to keep an eye on Charlotte? If he really is on her tail, we should keep a watch on her.”

      “That statement alone tells me you’re in too deep. It’s not up to you to keep an eye on her. I’ll get one of the other guys to watch her. Just get the hell out of there. Cut the goddamn tie now before it’s too late. For all of us.”

      Click.

      I end the call, a shuddering sigh rumbling through me.

      He’s right. I am in too deep.

      So deep, I don’t know how the hell I’m gonna pull myself out.

      What the hell happens at school today when she comes looking for me, thinking we’re something that we’re not? All because I opened up and told her things I should have kept buried? I said too much because I felt too much. I gained her trust and now I need to shove it back in her face, all because I made a choice.

      But deep down, I knew this would happen. My life has no place for something as perfect as Charlotte Hawthorne. It only has room for pain, remorse, and regret.

      Something I allowed myself to forget for a couple of blissful hours last night.

      And it’s something I can’t let myself forget again.

      I creep back into her bedroom and dress quietly. Three o’clock in the morning. She’ll be getting up for school in a few hours, and I won’t be here.

      Because I have obligations, ones that have to be fulfilled.

      She’ll be alone once again, with no lifeline.

      I know exactly how that feels.

      I hover over her peaceful body, covering her with a blanket before sliding my feet into my sneakers. Her face looks angelic, the moonlight casting a glow over her features. Her lips are curled into a tiny smile, her cheeks flushed pink, blonde hair splayed over the pillow next to her.

      My pillow.

      “I love you,” I whisper, my throat tight. “And I’m sorry.”

      I back out of her room, tiptoeing toward the front door. She never set the house alarm when we came in, so I open the door a crack and let myself out. I punch in the code, thankful that it’s the same one from years ago, to set it once I’m outside and twist around, ready to bolt toward my car.

      A large hand slams down on my shoulder, shoving me backward against one of the large white columns on either side of the front entry doors.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, Iazetti?” Charles Hawthorne, my nemesis, seethes. I can smell the stench of stale whiskey on his breath and his eyes look a bit glassy.

      I shrug off his hand, sidestepping him. He turns, almost losing his balance, and I scoff.

      “Shoulda done the world a favor and run your fucking prized car into a tree,” I sneer and his eyes narrow.

      “You didn’t answer my question. What were you doing here? And where’s my daughter?”

      “Fuck your questions!” I whisper-shout. “Since when do you even give a damn about her, other than when it’s convenient for you to parade her around like the dutiful daughter?”

      “Don’t you dare comment on my family dealings, you little punk!”

      “Family dealings,” I scoff. “She’s not a business associate. She’s your daughter. The only kid you have left, remember? Because she sure as hell does. You make her feel worthless, like she should’ve been killed instead of Andrew.”

      I see a flash of pain on his face, but I don’t stop. I want him to hurt, the same way he’s hurt her for way too long. “You don’t deserve her. You don’t know anything about how amazing she is, and what’s worse is that you don’t care. How could you? You shipped her off. You made her leave a life she loved and sent her into the goddamn unknown to another country. Alone! At sixteen! What kind of a callous, self-absorbed fuck are you?”

      Charles lumbers toward me, poking me in the chest with his finger. “I did it to keep her away from you because you’re fucking scum! I was trying to protect her!”

      “At least I loved her, which is more than I can say for you or your fucking drug-induced wife.”

      He takes a swing at me, but because his reflexes are a little slow from the booze, I duck out of the way and his fist crashes against the column instead.

      He grits his teeth, clutching his injured hand and I smile, knowing he probably fractured it because fist against stone will never win.

      I have firsthand experience in that department.

      “Don’t attack me for speaking the truth, Charles,” I whisper, leaning closer so he hears every last word. “You think your money and success defines you, but you’re wrong. You’re a pathetic piece of shit, and no amount of money can ever change that. You can’t hide behind your bullshit façade much longer. Sooner or later, the truth will come out and the world will see the bastard you really are.”

      “Stupid cocksucker,” Charles spits. “You really think you know me, huh? Well, let me assure you that you being here tonight won’t bode well for Charlotte. You think you helped her?” he snarls. “Think again because she’s going to pay for your little outburst. And rest assured, there will be no call for help next time around.”
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      Banging in my head floods in as my eyes sliver open. Light hurts. Air hurts. Breathing, blinking, being alive — it all hurts.

      Xander.

      Our night together rushes in as I pull myself up to look at his side of my king-sized bed. I expect to see him snoring softly with his hair a mess on the silk pillowcase. But, that side is already ice cold. I rip the blankets away. My eyes dart around my room. The light in the bathroom is off and the door is slightly ajar.

      What the fuck?

      I grab my phone. Instinct takes over and I dial his number from memory.

      Nothing.

      Of course he doesn’t answer.

      I want to leave a message, but I hang up right when the beep chimes through the line.

      Stabbing pain erupts in my heart as it breaks into a million tiny pieces all over again. The glue that started to form last night, the same binding that was holding the fragile pieces together, washes away instantly.

      My room still smells like him. My bed is still soaked in his musk, bringing me back to our words and deeds. It was so perfect. Raw, real, us.

      I love you, Charlotte.

      I had been waiting for years for those words to escape his perfect lips. I finally had them, but not the guy to go with them.

      Was this a cruel joke?

      Was this really how things were going to go?

      Again?

      Did last night mean nothing to him? He said all of those things. We said everything. We ripped down walls, tore apart all of the doubt, closed the gaps. And he left again like it was nothing. Like I meant nothing. All over again.

      I grab my uniform from its hanger. If I leave right now, I won’t be late for school.

      I do a painful once-over in the mirror of my bathroom. My eye has the start of a shiner, my jaw is puffy and bruising, the sclera around my blue irises is bloodshot. Fuck it. I can’t give my father one more reason to be pissed at me. I have to make it to my first class.

      Not willing to risk seeing my father, I sneak out through the balcony like usual. I can’t handle him being a douche this morning. Not after everything from yesterday.

      Why can’t I be a normal high schooler with a normal life?

      Why does this shit keep happening?

      I want simple, easy, safe. Is that too much to ask for?

      Being a Hawthorne comes with all the extra bullshit. I don’t want it. I don’t want any of this. I can’t even go to a restaurant without having to look over my shoulder. That isn’t normal. It’s not how life is supposed to go.

      Rolland is waiting for me in the driveway.

      “Miss?” he starts to question me as I slide into the backseat but stops himself.

      “Good morning, Rolland. Nice weather we’re having, isn’t it?” I toss him a simple smile, ignoring the concern on his face.

      “It is, miss.” He doesn’t say anything else before shutting the door behind me. He knows better. He isn’t dumb, but he knows that I would lie, and there was no point in carrying on with a third degree.

      Holding my breath, I walk to my first class. Scanning the sea of students, I look for him. of course he hasn’t made it to school yet. I was being naïve and hopeful. What’s the damn point? He obviously left me again.

      Xander doesn’t really love me. How could he? His actions spoke so loud. How could I be so dumb as to think that magically everything could get better in one night?

      The sinking feeling in my chest hurts more than my face. A thousand times more.

      “Oh, fuck! Charlotte!” Ellie grabs my wrist before I can walk into the small classroom.

      “It looks worse than it is,” I mutter, diverting my eyes to the floor.

      “What happened?” She pulls me more to the side, keeping her voice low as her eyes are glued on mine.

      I blink rapidly. “It’s nothing, really. Just drop it.” I know my tone is too harsh. I know that she is just trying to make sure I am all right. But I don’t have the words to explain how not all right I truly am. I don’t want to say any of it out loud. If I do, it’ll all be real. I can’t handle that.

      “We’ll talk later,” she mumbles, releasing my arm.

      “Later is better.” I force a smile. I don’t know what else to do.

      Her eyes soften. “What did you think about that homework last night? It was a bitch, wasn’t it?”

      Fuck. Homework. That damn Shakespeare assignment. Of course I didn’t have time for the report. I completely forgot.

      “Yeah,” I lie. “It was a bear.”

      My first couple of classes drone on. It’s not like it really matters anyway. Nothing matters. All I need is to find Xander and get to the bottom of all of this shit.

      Questions sting as they fire off one by one in rapid succession.

      Why did he leave?

      Why did he sleep with me?

      Why did he say all of those things if he wasn’t going to stick around this time?

      Why did he tell me he loves me?

      Because he doesn’t.

      How could he?

      I stop dead in my tracks as I walk down the hall to my locker before lunch.

      Xander has that bitch pinned to the wall, her face buried in his neck.

      He doesn’t see me at first, doesn’t look up from her giant rack right under his chin.

      “What in the fuck?” I yell, dropping my books to the floor at my feet.

      His gaze snaps up to me. Cold, dead eyes lock on mine. It’s fleeting, surreal.

      Tears sting my eyes. My face instantly ignites as I grab my cheeks.

      This can’t be happening.

      Why is he with her?

      I scramble to collect my things, running out of the hallway into the courtyard.

      I can barely breathe.

      I feel like the wind has been knocked out of me.

      This is all too much.

      I have to get out of here.

      I start to dial Rolland’s number. I’ll say that I have a stomach ache and have to leave. Maybe I should go to the nurse. She’ll believe anything I say. Right? Fuck this place.

      “Charlotte?” I whip around and see Blaine standing a few feet from me. “Are you okay?”

      I frantically shake my head. I choke on every word. Nothing comes out as he wraps an arm around me shoulder.

      “Can I do anything?” he whispers, pulling me in tighter.

      “I-I don’t know.”

      “Let’s get you out of here. I’ll take you home.”

      The smallest amount of relief washes over me as he starts to escort me to his car.

      “I don’t know what to say,” I admit as I get into the passenger side of Blaine’s BMW.

      “Don’t say anything, then. I know things haven’t been the easiest for you since you’ve been back. How could they, with everything you have going on?” The way the words hit the air is a little off putting, but everything feels off putting right now.

      “I guess they haven’t. Thanks.”

      “For what?”

      “For being sweet and helping me get the fuck out of there. I think I just need to sleep a little more.”

      We start for Hawthorne Manor.

      “Do you remember the way to my house?” I ask as he turns a little too early, heading instead for one of the busiest intersections in town.

      “Fuck, I knew this was the wrong turn.” He gets in the left lane to make a U-turn. “You’d think after all of those functions our parents made us attend there, I would have the directions seared into my brain. Remember when Sissy Henderson lit her hair on fire that one Christmas fundraiser?”

      “We never served spiked eggnog again after that,” I laugh. Damn that feels good. Laughing wasn’t something that happened in my life enough anymore.

      “I don’t think she will ever get her hair to look good again.” His hand slide over mine as he shoots a kind grin at me. “We had some good times at those things though.”

      I trip down Memory Lane. Blaine and I were thrown together at so many of those damn functions.

      Right as I was about to remind him of the time we stole cooking sherry from the kitchen when we were ten, the sound of crushing metal assaults my ears and my body lurches forward. My forehead slams against the passenger side window as I catch sight of the dark SUV that’s just plowed into my side of the car. Blaine’s car swivels in circles, careening across the intersection.

      A scream explodes out of my chest, but all noise is muted. Pain courses through my right side, tears springing to my eyes as it sears my insides. Glass shatters around me, a million cuts stinging my face as the seat belt chokes me, burning my chest as I gasp for air.

      I must have blacked out, because the next thing I know, I am sprawled out on the hot pavement.

      I can’t breathe. I can’t open my eyes. All I can feel is pulsing aches.

      “I told you, Charlotte. This is only the beginning.”

      That voice. That low, calculated voice. How did he find me again?

      I force my eyes open, but my vision is so blurred, I can barely make out shapes. I blink fast, seeing a large form bent over me. A few more blinks help me make out a blue uniform. A hat. A badge.

      A cop. Thank God.

      But wait…

      I squint hard, trying to see the face hovered over me. I try to lean upward, to make out any details, but my body gives out, unable to support my weight.

      I grit my teeth, trying again, when my eyes finally focus.

      A yelp escapes my lips. “No!”

      The man’s lips lift into a demonic smile, one I can now see very clearly.

      “Scar,” I whimper, paralyzed by terror, before I start to slip away again. I battle the darkness, desperate to stay awake, to not succumb to the numbing cold that’s overtaking my body.

      “Just remember one thing,” Scarface hisses as my head rolls to the side, tears spilling out of the corners of my eyes. I gasp for air, my throat constricted by his beefy hand as he grips it tight. But my hands are rendered useless right now. I have not even a sliver of energy to pry it off my neck.

      “There are no accidents, Charlotte. Your dead brother knows that better than anyone.”

      

      
        
        The End… For Now!
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