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Chapter 1
The Alpha And His Dame
 
“Claire Holloway,” Amy pulls me in a little closer, “I would like to formally introduce you to Lillian Tombs.”
Lillian stares down at me like a cat would stare at a ball of yarn. “This is your recruit?” she asks Amy, her brown eyes never straying from mine. 
“Yes, ma’am,” Amy says. 
“She looks young,” Lillian notes. “How old are you?” she asks me. 
“Eighteen,” I answer. 
Her eyebrow twitches. “That’s young. Does your mother know you’re out so late?” she quips from the corner of her mouth. 
I clear my throat and remember what Amy told me before we walked in here. Stand up tall. Don’t smile unless Lillian does. Answer her questions and say nothing else. “My mother lives in Chicago, ma’am,” I say. 
“And what brought you down to the Ozarks?” she asks. 
“I…” My voice falls. I take a quick breath. “I had a substance abuse problem, so I was sent down to live with my stepfather’s brother. He set me straight.” 
Lillian takes a step back. “What’s his name?” she asks as she pivots on her heeled boots and walks across the office towards her desk.
“Charlie Eastwood.” 
She pauses, hovering slightly in the air as she sits down in her chair. “Your stepfather is Thomas Eastwood?” she asks, her eyes piercing me.
“Yes, ma’am,” I say, watching her closely. 
Lillian leans back in her chair and crosses her arms about her chest. Her eyes wander the room as deep thoughts lie trapped in her mind. “Hmm…” she finally hums. 
“Do you know him?” I ask. I see Amy go tense out of the corner of my eye.
Lillian chews on her lip. “Your substance problem—” she says. “Is it over?” 
“Yes, ma’am,” I say, disappointed that she ignored my question. 
“You’re sure?” she asks. “I expect very few things from my Dames, but keeping clean is one of them.” 
“It’s over,” I say. 
Her eyes fall on Amy again. “You will take responsibility if she’s lying?” 
“I’m not lying,” I say.
“Claire…” Amy warns me with a quick smile. She looks at Lillian. “Yes, of course.”
Lillian leans back in her chair, amusement glazing her perfectly lined eyes. “So, you’re the Alpha’s girl…” she muses. 
The Alpha.
Tobias. 
“Yes, ma’am,” I say with pride. 
She stands up off her chair and strides back around to the front of her desk. “Any chance he will change his mind and compete this year?” 
“You’d have to ask him,” I say, “but I don’t think he’s interested.” 
“Pity,” she spits. “He was something else…” 
“Still is.”
Lillian smirks at me with thick, red-painted lips. “I thought you’d be taller…” Her eyes drift towards Amy. “She can shadow you for the season, but I make no promises for her future.”
Amy nods. “Yes, ma’am.” 
Lillian grabs a clipboard off her desk and looks back at me. “Convince him to fight and you just might change my mind.”
I open my mouth to speak, but a warning glance from Amy leaves me silent.
“Well, honey,” Lillian chuckles, “you’re not uninteresting.” 
I stare back at her, unsure of what to say. 
 
***
 
“What did she mean by that?” I ask Amy as we leave Lillian’s office. I pause, quickly forgetting which direction to go. One way will take us back to the night club and the other will lead us to the fighting arena, and that’s not somewhere I’m ready to walk into again just yet.
Amy shrugs. “No idea,” she says as she pulls her phone out of her purse. Her thumb swipes through her messages as she speaks. “But I guess you’re in. For now.” 
“I have to shadow you?”
She nods, turning left. I follow her closely. “After my mother died, she made me shadow her for a season before she let me take over the Rolla branch. Standard procedure for new Dames. I wouldn’t sweat it.” 
We walk down the bare hallway and the thumping bass gets louder with each step we take towards the double doors. I push them open and the dark nightclub pulls us in. The sudden shift in my senses brings me to a standstill. I close my eyes and let the change gradually take me over. 
His fingers crawl around my wrist and a bolt of warm lightning travels up my arm. I turn to him and his handsome face comes into view from the shadows by the door. 
Tobias.
“Hey,” I say, stepping towards him. 
“How did it go?” he asks us. 
Amy lowers her phone and the bright, white light abandons her face. “You’re looking at the Midwest Alphas’ newest Dame, Toby,” she gloats. 
He nods, but says nothing. 
“You look disappointed,” I note. 
“No,” he says. “Just not surprised.” 
“It sounded temporary,” I say above the loud music. 
“It’s not,” Amy replies. “You can’t expect her to trust someone she just met. Lillian will come around.”
“I guess that makes sense,” I mutter, doubting every word of it. 
“You’re damn right it does.” Amy slides her phone back into her purse. “Now, I’m going to get in a few dances. We drove all the way up here to St. Louis and I’m not leaving until I get a little partying in.” She extends her hand. “Care to join me?” 
I shake my head and smile. “No, thanks. Just let us know when you’re ready to go.” 
“Suit yourselves.” She flashes us a wink and disappears into the pulsating crowd. 
I turn back to Tobias. My eyes have finally adjusted to the dim lighting and I can see his green eyes staring back at me in the darkness. His black hair blends with the wall behind him, trimmed short and neatly styled. My gaze falls down his body and I bite my lip. 
“What?” he asks me, grinning wide. 
I scan back up his jet black suit jacket. “Nothing,” I smile. A first, I thought the suit would look ridiculous, but Tobias insisted on it. He’s my bodyguard, after all. He wanted to look the part and now that I’ve gotten a decent look at it, I’m definitely not complaining. “Lillian wants me to convince you to fight again,” I tell him. 
“What did you say?” he asks. 
“I didn’t.” 
He nods and leads me with him into the abandoned dark corner of the club. “Do you want me to fight again?” he asks, leaning me back against the wall. 
His lips graze my neck, sending quick shivers down my spine. “I want you to do what you want to do,” I answer. 
Tobias presses his body to mine and brushes his fingers under my chin to tilt my face up towards his. “I asked what you wanted,” he says, his lips grazing mine. 
I sigh as his touch lingers on my thigh. His fingers push up my shirt, obscured by the dark shadows of the club. My eyes glance around his shoulder, cautious of onlookers. “I like watching you fight,” I say, “but I’d never ask you to.” 
He pushes in to give me a firm kiss. I feel his lips curling against mine, a smile meant only for me.
With a quick jerk, he turns me around to face the wall. I lose my breath and it stays lost as his lips attack my neck, leaving tiny bites along my flesh as he goes. A moan escapes my throat and fades off into the loud air around us. His hand moves along my abdomen and he pulls me in closer to him so I can feel his hard desire pressing against my rear from within his pants. 
I lean back and smile. 
He grips my face with his strong fingers and pulls me back for another sweet kiss. I fall even further into his embrace, my own passions running wild for him. My eyes open and I glance around at the faces of the crowd, each one of them focused on their own good time. 
All except for one. 
I jolt in Tobias’ arms as the face comes into view of the vibrating lights. 
Rick.
Fear clenches my chest. I step away from Tobias, blinking quickly to wet my drying eyes. 
“Claire?” 
I hear Tobias’ voice, but it sounds so far from me. I look for Rick’s face in the crowd once more, but I’ve lost him in the haze of lights and music. I can still feel him, watching and waiting. My side twitches, recalling the feel of his blade against my skin. I step into the lights and curse under my breath. 
He’s gone. 
“Claire?” Tobias grips my arm and pulls me back. “What’s wrong?” 
I pull my eyes away to look at him. “I’m sorry,” I whisper beneath the pulsing music. “I just… thought I saw someone I knew.” 
Tobias looks over my head, his strong jaw clenched tightly with concern. 
I throw on a forced smile. “I’m fine,” I tell him, but I can’t stop my heart from pounding against my chest. 
 
***
 
This isn’t the first time I’ve seen Rick’s face in a crowd since the night of the tournament last year. It happens in the most unsuspecting of places. The grocery store. A restaurant. Even my dreams. No matter what I do, I can’t shake the feeling that he’s watching me, waiting for me to let my guard down or change my mind and return to him.
I won’t. Obviously. I made my choice. I chose his cousin over him; a better man in every way imaginable. Rick was that first cigarette, the one you try because everyone else is doing it and you don’t want to feel left out. It’s fun, exciting, but ultimately makes you feel sick and leads to something more dangerous once the innocent taboo isn’t enough anymore. He was cruel, but knew how to hide it until the bruises on my face became impossible to conceal. 
That’s when my mother and stepfather sent me away. I thought it was to punish me for bad behavior. I’m sure it was from my stepfather’s perspective. Thomas always hated me from the moment we met. He wanted to send me away from the very beginning. When I got snatched up by the cops, it gave him the perfect reason to finally go through with it. But my mother… I think her motive was very different. 
The more I think about it, the more I see that she didn’t send me away because of my drug problem. She sent me away because of my Rick problem. We’re step-siblings, for one, but more importantly, he was hurting me and she wanted it to end. 
I hope to return the favor someday. 
My stepfather’s brother, Charlie, took me in. I hated him, at first. He was the antithesis of me at the time; the old warden hell-bent on making my prison life as miserable as humanly possible. No phone. No internet. Not even the radio. Just myself, him, and our daily “chats” when he forced his advice down my throat.
If I had known back then what I know now, I would have taken his advice more seriously. 
It was his son, Tobias, who opened my eyes. He made me feel loved in ways Rick never could. He made me realize that I was worthy of being loved. He taught me how to stand up for myself and protect my body from harm. He saw something in me that I never thought to look for and now, I kiss him every day in gratitude. 
He’s my Alpha.
I lean against the door of Amy’s sports car and stare across the parking lot of the club. It’s been over nine months since we’ve come back here to St. Louis. Christmas has come and gone. Spring has done away with the snow and ice. It’s the start of summer and it feels like it’ll be a cold one. I hold my jacket a little tighter around my body. My eyes glance down the alleyway between the club and the warehouse next door. It looks abandoned from the outside, but the warehouse actually houses one of the bloodiest arenas in this region of the United States. Lillian Tombs’ Midwest Alphas come to do battle here in exchange for the promise of wealth and glory. It’s where Tobias earned his Alpha title — along with the scars where Pike the Punisher plunged a metal shiv into his side. Rick held me at knife point and made me watch as they attempted to murder the man I loved in front of hundreds of people. 
So yeah. Seeing Rick’s face in crowds makes me feel a little uneasy. I blink and he’s gone. He’s all in my head, but that doesn’t make me feel any better about it. 
“Claire, are you okay?” 
I look up and see Tobias smiling at me. “Yeah,” I tell him. “Just tired, I guess.” My eyes wander over his shoulder and land on the parking space we stood in after the tournament fight. I wonder, if I went over there now, if I’ll see his dried blood still lingering on the dark pavement. 
“Claire.” Tobias lays his fingers beneath my chin and moves my eyes towards his. “I know what you’re thinking about.”
“No, you don’t,” I say too quickly. 
He raises his brow in amusement. “I will admit… being back here freaks me out a little bit, too.” 
“It does?” I ask. 
“Getting stabbed kind of taints a place for you.” 
His lips curl into a smile, but I don’t laugh at his joke. Tobias could barely walk for weeks after that, although he kept a tough front and pretended that Pike didn’t hurt him as much as he did. He’s fine now. Or he’s just gotten too good at hiding it.
 Despite Tobias’ protests to a hospital, Charlie immediately drove us to the nearest one in St. Louis after what happened. By some miracle, the small shiv managed to miss every major organ, but left behind a cruel scar that gives me shivers every time my fingers accidentally slide over it. When the doctor asked how it happened, I choked up, unable to come up with a decent lie, but Charlie immediately said it was an accident involving farm equipment. 
Charlie never asked any questions about it. His daughter, Mary, died earlier that day. Charlie probably thinks Tobias got hurt going after the man he thought was responsible for it. In many ways, the assumption is correct, but I dread the day he’ll ask me to fill in the blanks for him. Thankfully, he hasn’t yet. 
“Have I made a mistake?” I ask.
Tobias takes a quick breath. “By joining the Alpha Dames?”
“I feel a little over my head…” I mutter. 
“You’ll be fine,” he says. “Amy will teach you everything you need to know.”
A chuckle catches my throat. “I wasn’t expecting you to be so supportive of it.” 
“Claire, I’m always going to be supportive of what you want to do,” he says. “I might prefer it if you didn’t join the Dames, but I’m not about to stand in your way either.” 
“You always say the right things,” I smile. 
“I’m a talented man,” he jokes. “Claire, you want this. I can tell. It might be difficult for you now, but I have a feeling that when the tournament officially starts next week, you’ll look back and laugh at this.” 
“Think so?” I ask. 
He steps closer to me. “Would I lie to you?”
I don’t have to answer. I push myself up onto my toes and lay a soft kiss on his lips. “I mean,” I say, gazing into his green eyes, “if Amy Jones can handle it, I’m sure I can, too.” 
He chuckles and kisses me again. 
“Handle what?” 
I look behind us to find Amy gliding across the lot with a thin layer of sweat caked across her brow. “Nothing,” I say. “You ready to go?” 
“Reluctantly, yes,” she sighs. “I’ve forgotten how much I dig city guys…” 
“Why not just move out here?” I ask her. 
“And leave my district in your hands? No way,” she smirks. “No offense.” 
“None taken.” 
“Anyway…” she begins. She reaches up and pulls her tattered blonde hair back into a lazy ponytail. “I’m starving. Let’s grab a bite on the way out of town.” 
As we all pile into her tiny sports car, I take one last cautious glance around the dark parking lot. Unlike Amy, I never have any intention of moving up here. I’ve spent enough time attempting to leave my city girl lifestyle behind. The time I’ve spent in St. Louis has been brief but the memories I’ve gathered here have not been pleasant. Tobias taking me to meet Mary in the hospital. Pike nearly attacking me at the gas station. The final tournament fight that left Tobias bleeding and dying.
I think I’ll stick to the small town charm of Charlie’s farmhouse. 
Two hours in her cramped car and I breathe a soft sigh of relief to see the farmhouse shining in the darkness. 
“Goodnight, Amy,” I tell her as Tobias assists me out of the car. 
“Goodnight, you two,” she says. “I’ll contact you soon. We have to make some field trips.” 
“Field trips?” I ask.
 “Well, if Tobias here isn’t competing, then we have to find new Alpha-potential,” she says. 
“How do we do that?” 
“Patience, my young birdie,” she jokes. “You must first learn how to spread your wings before you can fly…” 
I chuckle as she drives off, leaving a trail of white powder behind her on the dark gravel road. 
“Basically,” Tobias begins, “you’ll drive around to nearby cities and go to boxing clubs, gyms — anywhere you can find fighters and you’ll recruit them with the promise of big money and underground fame.” 
I blink. “Why didn’t she just say that?” 
“Because she’s Amy,” he answers with a smile. 
I fill my lungs full of the chill summer air. A weight has risen off my shoulders, a feeling that I’ve only experienced at the farm lately. Even when Charlie and I take quick trips into town, I can’t relax. I can’t keep the hairs on the back of my neck from standing on end until we come back and I see the house and the barn and the cows grazing in the fields. 
“Claire?” 
“Hmm?” 
“You still tired?” 
I look at Tobias with smiling eyes, knowing exactly what he’s thinking. “No,” I answer. 
He licks his lips. “Good,” he mutters as he reaches for my hand. “Because… I’ve been watching you move all night and I really need to do something about it.” 
I raise an eyebrow. “Could you possibly be any more vague?” I tease. 
“I want to bang your brains out.”
“Well, that’s less than subtle...”
He yanks me inside the barn and slides the door closed behind us. Our lips touch immediately and I taste the passion on his tongue. His hands are on me in seconds, fishing beneath my shirt to feel the smooth skin between my abdomen. I lean back against the closed door and let his breath rush across my neck as he makes his way down my body. 
He raises my shirt over my breasts, wasting no time getting me undressed. I laugh with him. Each kiss he lays on my skin fuels my nether and by the time my pants are on the ground, I’m throbbing for him. 
Tobias stands and holds me hard against the wall. His green eyes burn with desire for me. I can barely look away from him. This is how it always is with Tobias. He looks at me like I’m the last girl on the planet. I’m special, beautiful, and worth protecting at all costs; a sacred treasure for him alone to claim.
And I relish in letting him do it. 
His lips fall to my neck again and I feel his hand slowly moving down my body, hovering barely an inch above my skin. Goosebumps rise to meet his touch as he goes, each one connecting us with a tiny bolt of lightning. I bite my lip to hold back my moans. It’s late, easily after midnight. There’s little chance of Charlie hearing us all the way out here, but I don’t want to take any risks. He’s been supportive of our relationship so far, but I don’t know if he knows how fast we’ve gone. I know for a fact he wouldn’t want us fooling around in the barn like this, but when Tobias the Untouchable wants your body, there’s little one can say to dissuade him. Not that I want to either. 
I twitch as his fingertips slip beneath my panties. Tobias knows exactly how to touch me. I smile for him and pull his face closer to kiss him. I remember our first time together and how his deep, loving voice told me not to worry. I’ll take care of you, he told me. Suddenly, all my fears melted away and it was just him, myself, and infinite pleasure. 
He slides a thick finger inside of me and my fingers clench onto his black suit jacket. A moan passes my lips, the sound wrecking my throat as he presses my spot in the most perfect way. He silences me with a kiss and penetrates me over and over again, willing my body to do exact as he wants it to do. I open my eyes to find him staring at my face, studying my expressions. My mouth opens. I want to say something witty or sexy, but he slides a second finger inside. It destroys my intent to speak and he chuckles softly at my pleasurable torment. 
Tobias takes his wet fingers and moves them onto my throbbing bud. I sigh against his lips as he leaves slow, firm kisses on mine. His teeth rake across my bottom lip and he gently pulls at it with his kiss. My mouth waters. My entire body begs for more of him. He’s got me right where he wants me; clinging tightly to him as he lures a climax out of me with only a finger. I unclench from his jacket and reach down with one hand towards his firm manhood. He groans through a kiss as I unzip him fast and wrap my small fingers around him. I tease him with tight, slow strokes, urging him to rub me a little faster. His lips curl as he does exactly what I want. 
I moan a little louder as his fingers take me. I breathe faster, my entire body pulsating with sexual urge. I’m so close and he knows it. He eyes me carefully, easily pinpointing the exact moment of my climax. I bite my lip, ready to fall off the edge, when he pulls his hand away from me. I yelp with devious passion as he leans down to grab my rear and pull me up. I open my knees for me, allowing him to hold me against the door. I feel utterly weightless in his strong arms. He takes his manhood and guides it inside my wet and willing slit. 
I tremble against him and my passions overflow. The orgasm crushes me the instant his tip burrows inside. I inhale deep, ready to shriek with pleasure, when he clamps his eager mouth around my lips. I moan into his mouth and hold him close to keep from falling apart. He bucks his hips, thrusting me over and over again, sending bolts of desire throughout my body. I feel every inch of him inside of me, filling me how I deserve to be filled. His big, green eyes watch with devious fascination. He enjoys bringing me to my fall. He enjoys controlling me with the tips of his fingers. His thickness swells, but his eyes tell me he’s far from finished with me. 
My stomach lurches as he pulls me off the wall and slowly carries me towards the hay bales in the corner. I coo with disappointment as he slides out of me, but as he turns me around and bends me over the bales, I grin with sweet anticipation. He enters me again and I feel the power of his thrust inside of me. I submit myself to him, all of me. He is my Alpha; my bodyguard and lover. There’s no part of me I wouldn’t give to him. 
He takes me faster and leans forward to leave kisses and nibbles along my neck. His teeth nibble small pains on my skin, fueling the flames inside of me. My body twitches beneath him, but he easily holds me in place against the bale. His nails dig into my flesh as he grunts out one final, hard thrust. I clench my inner muscles around his quivering member and feel his own climax take hold of him. He collapses against my back and breathes softly into my pink skin. 
I wait for him to move first before standing up. My knees shake beneath me, but I keep myself upright as I gaze up into his beautiful, loving eyes. Tobias grips my cheeks and kisses me softly before lowering himself down to his knees and wrapping his arms around my waist. It’s a sudden, graceful show of affection, not entirely out of character for him either. As tough as Tobias the Untouchable is, his softer side holds just as much power over me. He kisses my belly softly and moves his lips over to the scar on my side, just above my right hip, left there by Rick’s blade. He pauses for a moment before laying a kiss along the jagged, white line.
I’ll take care of you.
I push my fingers through his thick, black hair and plant a kiss on his forehead. 
The Alpha and his Dame. 



Chapter 2
We’re Not Like Other Couples
 
I open my eyes and feel more exhausted than when I fell asleep. 
A year ago, I was used to this schedule. Bouts of insomnia left me up until the three in the morning and I’d get up around five to assist Charlie with chores. I was coming down from withdrawal, the remnants of a long-forgotten drug problem.
Now, I easily fall asleep before midnight. Last night was the first time in a long while that I’ve stayed up so late, but when I wake up with Tobias in my bed, it’s hard to complain about a little bit of exhaustion. 
I feel his arm lying around me long before I even open my eyes. A smile creeps across my lips as I turn around to look at his sleeping face. The morning sun shines through the window next to the bed, casting his skin a precious orange. My eyes move down his bare torso and I take in the sight of his tattoos along his skin. I recall the first time I saw them. It was my first full day in the house and I accidentally walked in on him in the bathroom, half-nude with only a towel wrapped around his waist. Back then, he was covered in red and purple bruises. Now, they’re gone, leaving behind a perfectly toned, strong abdomen. The only evidence left behind of his days as a prized MMA fighter is the scar on his left side where Pike stabbed him. I reach out and run my finger along the stiff scar tissue. I never want to see anything as brutal as that ever again. 
Tobias stirs in the bed as his eyes slowly start to peel open. He blinks to adjust to the sunlight shining in and smiles as he recognizes my face. “Hey…” he whispers. 
I return his smile. “Hey.” 
A quick knock strikes the door. “Hey, Claire—” 
Tobias bolts upright, his entire body instantly wide awake as his father’s voice carries into the room from behind the door. He rolls out of the bed and takes two long strides towards the closet and silently hides inside as Charlie pushes the door open. 
“You awake yet?” he asks me. 
I force a yawn and carefully watch Charlie’s eyes for suspicion, but he seems blissfully unaware. “I’m up,” I say. “Just a bit slow today, is all.” 
“You and Amy get back late?” 
I nod. “Yeah, she insisted on stopping to eat first before coming back.” 
Charlie rolls his eyes. “Well, that sounds about right.” He grabs the door knob again. “Get some coffee in you. Lots of errands to run in town today.” 
“Okay.” I push the blankets off of me and plant my feet on the floor as he closes the door again. I stand up and walk over to the closet. 
Tobias flinches as I pull the door open quickly. “I fell asleep,” he says through clenched teeth. 
“I know.” I lean back against the door frame. “I think we’re getting a little too sloppy.” 
“Think he noticed?” 
I shake my head. “But it’s Charlie… if he hasn’t already, he’ll notice eventually.”
“True.” Tobias steps out of the closet. I reach around him and grab a shirt off the rack, one of Mary’s old shirts.
He’s never given up hope. I’ll catch him sometimes, set adrift in a moment of quiet reflection, his eyes wandering the world around him. Every piece of his life is a constant reminder of the sister he lost, including me. It can’t be easy for him to mourn with me living in her room, wearing her clothes. 
After Tobias told me what happened to her, it felt wrong to use her things, but the both of them insisted that it was all right. I didn’t bring very much of my own wardrobe down here with me. I don’t even remember what I left back in Chicago anymore, as the life I left behind has no place here. Charlie’s not one to be wasteful. He told me I might as well get some use out of her old stuff, including her vast collection of cheesy romance novels scattered about the room. I’ve already read over half of them, but there’s not much to entertain myself with around here with the lack of internet and basic cable. 
I get dressed and cautiously open the door to look for Charlie. I focus my hearing and I quickly narrow the sound of his boots down to the first floor. “He’s in the kitchen,” I whisper to Tobias. 
He lingers behind my shoulder and sneaks a kiss before stepping out into the hallway. “See you later,” he whispers back before retreating into his own room across the hall. 
 
***
 
I empty the last bag of feed onto the floor of the coop and watch as the dozen or so chickens go wild. Of the few animals Charlie raises on his farm, the chickens are by far my least favorite. Trying to get out of the room in one piece is always an adrenaline rush of terror as the hungry birds jolt around, randomly jumping passed me to get at their meal. I retreat outside and close the door just as my phone vibrates in my pocket. 
I pull off my glove and reach into my pocket. A warm surge rattles me as I look at the screen and see the smiling face of my mother looking back at me. 
“Hey, Mom,” I answer. “What’s up?” 
“Hey, honey,” she says. “You busy?” 
“I can always take a few minutes to talk to you,” I say. I bend down to knock a few strings of hay off my pant leg before wandering back towards the house. “What’s on your mind?” 
“Well, I was just wondering…” Her voice softens and I can hear her feet as she paces around the room. “Have you heard from Rick lately?” 
I pause. My eyes dart around me out of instinct, even though I know the only things I’ll see around me right now are hay, tall grass, and the barn. “No,” I answer. “Why?” 
My mother sighs with relief. “I just figured he’d try and contact you.” 
“Why would he?” 
“Thomas told me not to say anything to you, but I heard them talking the other day. Your name came up, but I didn’t hear what it was about—” 
“Mom, what’s going on?” I ask.
She lowers her voice so much that I can barely hear it. “A few months ago, Rick moved to St. Louis. He said something about a job—” 
“He’s here?” I ask, my voice breaking. Chicago is six hour drive from here. St. Louis is less than two. Needless to say, I feel much safer with Rick in Chicago.
“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” my mother says with a slight chuckle. “But I wanted to give you a heads up, you know?”
“Yeah,” I say. “Thank you, Mom.” I swallow my fear down. “Is everything going okay with you?”
“Of course, honey,” she says. “Everything is fine.” 
I close my eyes and sigh. There was a time when my mother and I barely spoke to each other. That ended shortly after the tournament, when our relationship slowly began to heal. I talk to her several times a week now and every time, I ask her the same question. And every time, she lies to me. I haven’t seen her since Christmas and I have a strong feeling that Thomas is behind that. 
“Just let me know if there’s anything you need,” I say, repeating the response I always give her. 
“I will,” she says. 
I hang up and glance around me again as the hairs on the back of my neck stand tall. 
 
***
 
“Go into the store and grab some steaks for tonight,” Charlie tells me. 
I chuckle as I hop out of the truck. “What’s the occasion?” I ask. 
“One does not need a special occasion for a delicious meal with his family,” he says as he reaches into his wallet. “Get some potatoes, too.”
I take the cash from him. “Where are you going?” I ask.
“Nowhere,” he says as he pulls out of his old phone out of his pocket. “I just have to make a call.” 
I look down Main Street, my eyes trained to search for anything suspicious around me. There’s nothing but green trees and the same old buildings I see every time we drive in. With the news of Rick living in Missouri right now, I feel more vindicated than ever that my feelings of paranoia aren’t just my mind playing tricks on me. It may even have been him staring at me from the dark crowd in the club last night. My skin crawls just thinking about it. 
“Earth to Claire.” 
I blink as Charlie draws my attention again. “Sorry.” I stuff the cash into my jacket pocket. “Steaks, potatoes. Got it.” 
“I’ll catch up in a few minutes.” Charlie’s thick fingers start dialing a number on his phone and I turn away to leave him to his privacy. 
I step into the grocery store and shoot a quick wave towards the cash register. Amy stands behind it with perfect posture and her long, blonde hair tied back in a pony tail. She winks at me, then her attention quickly turns back to the long line of customers waiting to be checked out, each one carrying bags of chips, large cases of sodas and beer, and other snacks. It must be some televised sporting event, but I couldn’t say. There’s only one sport I pay attention to anymore, and that’s illegal underground MMA fighting. 
I’m getting a little excited just thinking about it. It’s been nearly a year since the last fight and honestly, I can’t wait for them to start again. After the tournament, part of me was done. I never wanted to see anyone get hurt as much as Tobias did ever again. But after a few weeks, I wanted more. I started dreaming about the sound a bare fist makes against toned flesh. I spend my nights in the barn, hurling jabs and kicks at the punching bag. Tobias even helps me train, teaching me different kicks and punches, but it’s not enough. I need to see a fight again, to experience the thrill of watching a battle, and I need it soon.
A smile touches my face as I stand in line at the checkout counter.
“What’s got you all happy today?” Amy asks when I finally get up to her. 
I quickly drop the smile. “Nothing,” I say. “Just looking forward to a few things.”
“Big date with Tobias?” she asks as she swipes the steaks across the scanner. 
I pause as the realization strikes me. “No…” I say. “And it just occurred to me that Tobias and I have never been an official date.” 
Amy chuckles. “You’re surprised?” she quips. 
“Kind of.” I hold out some cash for her. 
“Well, you guys aren’t exactly the standard, everyday couple.” She takes the money. “You’ve done everything backwards.”
“We have?”
“I mean, you live together, you’re family, and you’ve already had sex, so it’s probably not all that surprising that the first date would happen at the end.”
“The end?”
“Not the end the end—” She swipes a hand through the air. “You know what I mean.” I take change from her. The coins slip through my fingers and my knuckles twitch as I try and pick them up off the counter. “Just don’t sweat it, Claire. Okay? I think it’s great how unique you two are.” 
I nod slowly, trying to take comfort in her words, but the more they repeat in my head, the more terrifying they feel. “Right…” I say. 
Amy clears her throat. “Anyway, have a nice day,” she says with a forced smile. Her eyes gesture to the rather impatient looking woman standing behind me and I quickly step out of the way.
“Thanks, Amy.” I take the bag of groceries. 
“I’ll call you later tonight,” she calls after me. “We have business to attend to this week!” 
I wave a quick goodbye and turn towards the door with my eyes down to the floor. 
“Whoa—” 
Thick hands grip my shoulders as I plow right into someone near the entrance. “Oh, god! I’m sorry—” I immediately say before glancing up. 
“Watch it, woman,” he slurs. 
He looks at me with small amber eyes. I can barely see his face as he reaches up with one hand to pull the black hood of his sweater back over his forehead. As he turns, I see a small, golden crown tattoo on his neck, peeking out against his dark and tan skin. 
“Jeez… right back at you,” I whisper as he walks away. He takes long and quick strides towards the back of the store with a hand on his hood to keep it over his head. 
“Ready to go?” 
I turn to see Charlie standing in the entrance. “Yeah,” I nod. I hold up the bag. “I got some more of that steak sauce you like, too.” 
“That’s my girl,” he smiles. He holds the door open for me and we step outside.
 
***
 
Tobias’ hand glides across my covered breast before he pulls me in closer to him. I tremble in his arms, pinned against a bed of soft, spiky hay in the barn’s loft. I stare out the large window, watching the stars shimmer in the dark black sky above our heads, as his lips embrace mine over and over again. 
As secret make-out sessions go, this one has been fairly standard. We wait for Charlie to turn in early. One of us — usually me — sneaks out first with the other following a few minutes behind. Then, it’s the lips-on-lips brigade until one of us — usually Tobias — turns up the heat. 
He moves his hand down my torso to slide his fingers beneath my shirt, inching closer and closer to my breasts hidden beneath it. It’s easy to fall under Tobias’ intoxicating sex appeal, but tonight I find myself holding back. 
“What’s wrong?” 
I pause and throw my eyes open to look into his questioning stare. “Huh?” I mutter. “Nothing.” 
Tobias sighs and his hand abandons the comfort of my bra. “There’s something on your mind,” he says. “What is it?” 
“There’s nothing, Tobias…” I say, convincing no one. 
“Did something happen in town today?” he asks. 
“No.” 
“You barely said a word at dinner.”
“I didn’t?” 
“Claire…” He smiles at me. “What’s up?”
I bite my inner cheek and push a sharp bit of hay away from my arm. “I was just thinking…” I sigh. “I was thinking about something Amy said…” 
“Ah, jeez…” he mutters, keeping his smile. 
“It’s not bad,” I defend. “It has recently been brought to my attention that the two of us have never been on an official date.” 
“I see.” 
“It’s been almost a year and no date.” 
“This doesn’t count?” he quips. 
“Not officially, no.” 
“Well,” he pauses, “we’re not like other couples, Claire.” 
“That’s what Amy said.” 
“Then, strangely, for the first time, she and I agree on something,” he chuckles. 
“That doesn’t bother you?” I ask. 
“Agreeing with Amy? Yes. It terrifies me.” 
“No,” I chuckle. “That we’re unique.” 
“Honestly…” He sits back against a hay bale. “I haven’t thought about it.” 
“Oh.” I feel my cheeks turn red. I should never have brought this up to begin with. It shouldn’t bother me either. Tobias and I are happy. We’re perfect, even. The last thing we need is me inserting a problem into our relationship where there clearly isn’t one. 
“Claire…”
“Just forget I said anything,” I shift onto my knees. “It’s stupid.”
“Claire…” 
“I should go back inside and… die.” 
Tobias laughs. “Stop. Come here.” He holds out his hand and I take it without looking at him. With a swift pull, he lures me closer to him and I fall back into his loving embrace. He holds me against him, my back to his chest, and whispers thoughtfully in my ear. “Just because I haven’t thought about it doesn’t mean I don’t care…” 
“I know,” I reply. 
He kisses my neck. “Tomorrow night, we’ll go out.”
I crane around. “Really?” 
“Of course,” he says. “This is important to you, so it’s important to me.”
“Tobias, if you don’t want to go on dates, then we don’t have to—”
“Hush,” he says, silencing me. “It’s already been decided.”
“Tomorrow night?” I ask, a smile spreading across my face. 
He nods. “Tomorrow night.”
“Where are we going?” 
“Nope. I will handle that,” he chuckles. “You just show up and look pretty.” 
“I think I can do that,” I reply. 
“Good.” He lays a hand on my cheek and pulls me closer for a kiss. 
“Thank you, Tobias,” I tell him, our lips grazing. 
“Thank you,” he smiles. 
I spin around and straddle his waist, stealing a few more kisses for myself. 



Chapter 3
A Few Bad Men
 
“The first rule to abide by when looking for talent,” Amy begins, “is that bigger does not always mean better.” She plants her foot on the gas pedal and the car shoots down the highway. 
I tug on my seatbelt to make sure it’s nice and tight. “Okay…” 
“Take Tobias here for example,” she says as she gestures over her shoulder. She reaches up to adjust the rear view mirror and looks at him in the backseat. “When I first recruited him, the other Dames laughed at him.” 
“They did?” I laugh. 
Tobias leans forward in his seat. “Wait, they did?” he asks. 
“Oh yeah,” she says. “They had fighters like Pike and Burt the Brute — you know, huge guys with huge muscles. Don’t get me wrong, you’re big in all the right places, Toby, but you’re also lean.”
“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” I say. 
“I don’t mean… that, although…” Amy tilts her head. 
“Get to the point, Amy,” Tobias adds. 
“My point is…” she continues, “that speed and precision are often far more important than bulk and power. Burt was awesome, but he was sloppy — as witnessed in his fight against Tobias. I will not be at all surprised if we see a lot more fighters this season that look like him.”
“I’m flattered,” he mutters. 
“I know you’re kidding, Toby,” she says, “but you should be very proud of yourself. We both walked away with a nice payday that night and I, for one, would like to repeat that.”
I turn around in my seat to get a good look at him. Tobias sits with his arms crossed over his chest, once again clad in a sleek, black suit jacket. I bite my lip and smile at him. “I can be proud of him enough for the both of us, I think,” I say, knowing that he’d never admit it to himself. That night took a huge toll on Tobias. He didn’t want the prize money, but I took it anyway on his behalf. He hasn’t touched a dime of it. 
“Where are we going?” he asks, his eyes scanning the highway. 
“Waynesville,” Amy answers. “We usually don’t recruit from this area because it’s too close to the military base, but Lillian wants to branch outside of our comfort zone this season.” 
“What’s wrong with the military base?” I ask. 
“You’d think soldiers would make perfect recruits — great physique, a knack for following orders — but for the most part, they’re good boys,” she says. “And good boys like to listen to their consciences.” 
I nod. “They’re more likely to tell on us.” 
“Exactly,” she grins. “You learn so quickly.” 
“I try.” 
“Who knows?” she shrugs. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and find a few bad men.” 
“Or maybe we’ll get caught,” Tobias says. 
“It’s easy to deny involvement with an organization that doesn’t exist,” Amy says. “We’ll just leave and move on to the next town.” She presses the gas pedal and the car lurches forward to pass a slow truck in the right lane. 
 
***
 
I step into the gym and instantly feel a dozen eyes on my body. Something tells me women don’t usually come around here. The amount of testosterone in the air is enough to choke an elephant. Two fighters spar in a center ring while a few others stand and watch, occasionally barking words of encouragement or moves for them to try on each other. I bite my lip as my pulse spikes. The rhythmic sound of speed bags pop in the air from all four corners, tingling my senses.
The gym members sneer at us, their eyebrows raising with questions. I look to Amy and she seems completely unfazed by it all. She walks across the room with her shoulders steady and her head held high; a perfect display of confidence and grace. I mimic her movements, taking in as much of her as I can, preparing for the day when I’ll have to do this on my own. I look over my shoulder to see Tobias following a few steps behind us, his eyes shifting around for danger. 
“Can I help you ladies?” 
Amy slows down in front of a man. His thick, tan shoulders extend out of his tank top and he stands above us by at least a foot. Again, Amy shows no hint of backing down from her task. “Hello there,” she greets him. “We’re just here to watch.” 
The man blinks and a bead of pure sweat travels down his chin. “You’re just here to watch?” he parrots back. 
“Yes, sir,” Amy replies. “Just go on about your business as usual. I’ll come to you if we need anything.” 
He eyes us both with suspicion. “You with the government or something?” 
“Does the government have reason to be here?” she asks.
“No,” he answers quickly. 
“We’re just two ladies in the market for a bit of muscle.” Amy rolls her hand into a fist and playfully taps it against his bulging bicep. 
“And who’s that?” he asks, gesturing behind us with his eyes. 
Amy casts a quick glance over her shoulder at Tobias. “Oh. Him?” She waves a hand. “Pay no attention to him.”
The man sighs. “Let me guess…” he mutters. “You’re one of those Dames?” 
I feel Tobias take a quick step closer to me. 
Amy raises an eyebrow. “What Dames?” she asks. 
“Look, a word of advice —” he leans in closer, “move on to the next town.” 
“And why would I do that?” Amy asks. 
He twists his forearm to expose his wrist to us. “Because the Kings own the fighters here,” he says. I glance down and see the golden crown inked into his skin above the veins with the letters “XX” written on the crown’s rim.
Amy scoffs. “Since when?” 
“They catch an Alpha girl lingering around and…” He pauses for effect. “Let’s just say she won’t be making it home for dinner.”
“Kings?” I ask. 
“The Double Ex Kings, I’d wager…” Amy mutters at me. She clears her throat and reaches into her bra to pull out one of her black business cards. “Well, just in case, if you and your boys feel like competing in a real tournament, go ahead and give me a call.” She slips the card into his hand and spins around. “Let’s go,” she tells me. 
“Ma’am—” We pause and the man bridges the gap between us. He takes the card and slides it back into her bra. His fingers linger against her cleavage and Amy’s lips twitch with delight. “Get out of town,” he growls, his dark eyes bouncing between us. “Do it now.” 
I look to the faces of the other fighters, suddenly realizing that the room has gone completely silent. All eyes stare us down. 
Tobias’ fingers slowly grip my arm and I notice his other hand clenching Amy as well. “Sorry to have bothered you all,” he says with a firm voice. “We won’t do it again.” 
Amy scoffs, but reluctantly follows Tobias’ motion. “Double Ex Kings,” she mocks with rolling eyes. “What a bunch of—” 
“Amy,” Tobias scolds her and she falls silent before pushing open the entrance and stepping outside. 
Amy’s heels tap loudly against the pavement as we walk across the parking lot. 
“Who are the Double Ex Kings?” I ask. 
“A rival fighting tournament,” she answers. 
“There are other tournaments?” 
“Yeah, but the Midwest Alphas is the only one that matters,” she quips as she slides her pink sunglasses over her nose. 
“I’m pretty sure the Kings say that about themselves, too,” Tobias chuckles. 
Amy stares at him. “I think having you around is interfering with my mojo,” she says. “Next time, you can wait in the car.” 
“Or maybe we should just stay out of King territory,” he says.
“Fucking Kings…” she bites. “They spread farther north every year.” 
“Excuse me—” 
The three of us turn around as a man in a black tank top stops short of the car. Tobias steps between us with his hands rolled into fists. 
“Whoa—” The man holds up his hands and offers a smile. “I just wanted to chat.” 
I look him up and down. He’s a few inches taller than myself, making him shorter than the average male, but he makes up for it with a thick, powerful torso. His brown hair is tattered with sweat and his fists are covered with thin, black gloves. I recognize him as one of the fighters inside the boxing gym. 
“What do you want?” Amy asks, clearly done with this town and everyone in it. 
“I’m sorry, but…” He leans in closer and stares at Tobias. “Are you the Untouchable?” 
Tobias crosses his arms over his chest. “Not anymore,” he says. 
“Wow…” The man smiles and does a quick, cautionary glance around the parking lot. “I’m a big fan.” 
“You’re a fan?” I ask. 
“I saw you take Alpha last July,” he says with wide eyes. “That fight was… legendary. Some of us thought you were dead for sure.”
“It was just a scratch,” Tobias says. I roll my eyes at him. 
“I thought the Kings weren’t allowed to attend Alpha fights,” Amy says with narrow eyes. 
“We’re not,” the man whispers. He peels the black glove off his right hand and extends it out to Tobias. “I’m Ryan Weiss.” 
My eyes fall to the back of his hand. A small tattoo rests on the flesh between his index finger and his thumb; a golden crown, no larger than a quarter, with two bold X’s on the rim. 
Tobias gives him a quick handshake. “Tobias Eastwood.”
“It was nice to meet you,” he says. “And you ladies, of course. I admire the work you Dames do.” 
Amy smirks his way. “You could get your ass kicked for this, couldn’t you?”
“What’s the point of living if you don’t do it dangerously?” he replies. 
She steps forward and pulls the black card out of her bra again. “Well, give me a call if you want another adrenaline rush.” 
Ryan takes the card and his eyes scan it. “Amy Jones…” he says.
“That’s me.” 
His eyes flick in my direction. “And you are?” 
“Claire Holloway,” I answer, much to Tobias’ silent objections. 
He palms the card and his lips curl. “He’s right, you know. This town really doesn’t like the Alphas.”
“We’re leaving now,” Tobias says.
“What?” Amy asks. “Are they jealous?” 
Ryan grins. “Maybe,” he says. “But if you ask me, they just take issue with having women in charge.” 
“Do you take issue with having women in charge?” she asks. 
“I prefer it, actually...” 
“Good.” 
Tobias and I exchange glances and he clears his throat. “We should get going, Amy…”
“Stick to the main roads,” Ryan suggests. “You don’t want to get lost around here.” 
“We will,” Tobias says. He opens the car door and gestures Amy to get inside. 
She keeps her eyes on Ryan for a moment longer. “Thank you, Ryan,” she says, licking her lips. “See you around.”
Ryan nods and walks away from the car while the rest of us pile in. 
“Absolutely not.” 
Amy turns around in her seat. “Excuse you?” she asks Tobias. She turns the key and the engine roars with life. 
“He’s a King, Amy,” he argues. 
“So what?” 
“You know what.” 
“First of all, you are not my father, or my boyfriend, so you have no right of opinion in anything I do. Secondly, I’m your Dame. I outrank you. So… you know… piss off.” 
I chuckle and glance back at Tobias. “I didn’t know there were other tournaments.” 
“None worth squawking about,” Amy says. She hits the gas and the tires squeal as we speed out of the parking lot. 
“But the Kings have a history of roughing up Dames,” Tobias points out. 
I look at Amy. “Is that true?” 
She shrugs. “A little.” 
“Why haven’t I heard of them before?” I ask. 
“Because they’re a bunch of backwater, misogynistic trash heaps,” she spits. “Legend has it, they were formed by one of Lillian’s jilted ex-lovers, but she’s neither confirmed nor denied the story. There was no point in mentioning them.”
“Which makes Ryan even more suspicious, Amy,” Tobias points out. “He could be trying to get to you.” 
“You’re so paranoid, Toby,” she teases. 
“But he might not be wrong,” I say. “Do they all have that tattoo?” 
“The crown?” Amy asks. 
“Yeah, the crown.” 
“Only the ones that have won a fight.” 
I stare out my window.
“What is it, Claire?” Tobias asks, sensing my pause. He leans forward in his seat and I feel his hand on my shoulder. 
“I’ve seen that tattoo before,” I answer. 
“Where?” he asks quickly. 
“Yesterday,” I say, looking at Amy. “There was a man in a black hoodie at the grocery store. He had that same tattoo on his neck.” 
“Are you sure?” Amy asks slowly, the muscles of her arms going stiff against the wheel. 
“I’m positive,” I say. Tobias sits back in his seat as the two of them go silent for a moment. “What does this mean?” 
“It means…” he answers, “that we need to talk to Lillian.” 
“Toby…” Amy sighs. “Let’s not jump to conclusions.”
“The Kings move into Alpha territory and one of them shows up a Dame’s place of work?” he argues. “That’s not a coincidence.”
“He probably just needed some milk or something,” she sighs again.
“And suddenly, we meet the one King that just so happens to reject the very beliefs that formed their tournament in the first place?” he asks. “Sorry, Amy. He wasn’t flirting with you because he likes you.” 
“Even if he does have a secret agenda, it might not be a bad idea to get under his skin, too,” she says. “A little spy versus spy never hurt anyone.” 
“I beg to differ,” Tobias says. 
She stares at him through her rear view mirror. “Then it’s a good idea I have my trusty bodyguard around, isn’t it?” 
“I’m not your bodyguard,” he replies. “I’m Claire’s bodyguard.”
“And since she’s shadowing me, it won’t be that exhausting of an effort. If I’m safe, she’s safe.” 
“All the more reason to stay away from the Kings, Amy.” 
I turn around in my seat. “Do you two need a few minutes alone or something?” I quip. 
Tobias sighs. “Fine. Do whatever you want, Amy. Just leave Claire out of it.”
“If it’ll make you feel better, I’ll call Lillian tonight and let her know,” she says, glancing back at him through the rear view mirror. “Okay?”
“Thank you,” he mutters. 
“In the meantime…” she says with a growing smile. “We have two days to find some fighters.” She pushes her pink sunglasses up her nose and flicks the turn signal to show we’re exiting the highway. 
I look back at Tobias once again and we silently share eyes. I don’t know anything at all about these Double Ex Kings, but one thing is certain. They’ve definitely got him rattled. It’s strange to see him like this. He’s always been so calm and collected, especially before a fight. 
He gives a quick smile and my heart beats a little faster.
 
***
 
Luckily, the Kings’ influence hasn’t seeped into other towns near home. Amy and I are easily able to pick out nearly two dozen potential fighters from our area. This is far too many to bring to the first fight out in St. Louis on Friday night, so Amy mentions a tryouts of sorts to narrow the list down. We sit in her car, resting in the driveway while she taps out various texts on her phone. 
I glance back at Tobias again. The setting sun rests behind his head, casting an orange light through his black hair. He looks me up and down and a shudder trails up my back. After a long day of following Amy around and meeting fighters, I want nothing more than to relax with Tobias on our date. 
“Okay,” Amy announces. She slides her phone back into her purse. “The short list has been notified. Tryouts are tonight at ten in the basement of the school.” 
“Tonight?” I ask, my eyes falling on Tobias. 
“Tonight,” Amy repeats.
“Well, we have…” 
“Too bad,” she says. “Clear your schedule. Alpha business is more important. Meet me at the school by nine.”
“You just said ten,” I argue. 
“You’re staff now, kid,” she says. “You have to show up early. Nine. Don’t be late.” 
I sigh as the relaxing night with Tobias drifts farther outside my reach. “What happens at these tryouts?” I ask her. 
“It’s basically a little mini-tournament. They fight. We watch. We pick out the ones with the most promise.” She looks at Tobias and smiles. “Remember your tryout, Toby? I was so proud of you…” 
Tobias says nothing.
“What’d he do?” I ask with curiosity.
He sighs, but that doesn’t stop Amy from answering. “He knocked out a guy in a single punch.”
My temperature spikes. “You did?” I ask him. 
“Granted, the guy was a total wuss,” she adds. “But it was the greatest thing I’ve ever seen — with the obvious exception of watching him pull a freakin’ knife out of his side and then proceed to completely beat the hell out of Pike. That was extraordinary.” 
I bite my lip. “Yeah, it was.” He meets my eyes again. “Was that the night you two…?” 
“Oh, my god…” Amy looks at Tobias with amused surprise. “You told her about that?” 
“We should probably get going now,” he says quickly. He pushes the backseat open and steps out onto the gravel driveway, slamming the door closed behind him as he goes. I watch him wander up to the house and walk inside. 
Amy chuckles and her body quivers with excitement. “Oh, I love tryouts!” She points a stiff finger at me. “Remember! Nine!”
I nod and open the door to follow Tobias outside. She drives off quickly, a white cloud of gravel dust trailing behind her as she zooms down the road faster than necessary. I walk across the driveway and step into the house to find Charlie sitting at the kitchen table. 
“Hey, Charlie,” I greet. 
He glances up from his paper. “Hello,” he says. “And where have you two been today?” 
I shrug and wander over to the refrigerator for a bottle of water. “Just hanging out with Amy. We’re going to see a movie later on tonight, I think,” I say, laying the groundwork for a lie. It stings, to be honest. He doesn’t deserve to be lied to, but I know there’s no way I can ever tell him about the Alpha Dames. 
“Sounds fun,” he says. “Staying out of trouble?”
I twist off the cap and bring the bottle to my lips. “Of course,” I say.
“Good.” 
I turn around and step out of the kitchen, trying very hard to ignore the stabbing guilt in my chest. Luckily, I hear Tobias walking around upstairs and it’s enough of a distraction for me to latch onto. I climb up the stairs and turn the corner to see his bedroom door standing slightly ajar. His shape moves about his room and I watch him through the small crack before pushing it open with my foot and leaning against the door frame. 
“Sorry,” I whisper. I keep my voice low enough, only for Tobias’ ears, knowing full well how easily sound carries throughout this house. 
“For what?” he asks out of the corner of his mouth. He stops in front of me. 
“For Amy and her awful timing.” 
He smiles. “Don’t worry about it.” He leans in closer and kisses my forehead. “We’ll get a second shot at a first date.” 
“There you go again…” I joke. “Saying the perfect thing.”
“Is Dad still downstairs?” he whispers. I nod. Before I can say a word, he pulls me closer and attacks my lips with a few silent, but eager, kisses. “I’ve been wanting to do that all day…” 
“Why?” I ask. 
“Watching you… do what you do,” he says, his eyes locked on mine. “I love it.”
I roll my eyes. “I haven’t really done anything…” 
“Yes, you have,” he claims. “Trust me.” He kisses me again, sucking lightly on my bottom lip, nestling it between his teeth. It takes every ounce of my self-control to keep me from pushing him into his bedroom and mounting him on his bed. 
“Careful…” I remind him, curbing my own renegade pulse. He nods and pulls away, but I can tell he doesn’t want to. “Save it for later,” I tease. 
A smile climbs to his lips and he points a playful finger in my direction. “You torture me, Claire Holloway,” he mutters, placing his hand on the the door knob. 
“Good,” I say as I retreat into my room. I keep my eyes on him until the last moment before both of our doors close behind us. 



Chapter 4
Be Like Bowie
 
I step outside into the driveway and spot Tobias near the barn, leaning back against his motorbike, waiting for me to join him. The bright white light above the barn illuminates his face beneath the blanket of stars above our heads and I see that familiar, devilish smirk slide across his face with each step I take closer to him. 
“What the hell are you smiling about?” I ask him, chuckling softly. 
He stands up tall and holds out a hand to stop me. “I got you something,” he says. 
“A gift?” I ask, quickening my pace across the driveway instead of stopping. 
“It was for date night,” he says, “but just because that got rescheduled, doesn’t mean the gift should, too.” He holds up his hand again. “Stop.”
I halt my stride a few feet away from him. “What is it?” I ask excitedly. 
“Close your eyes,” he says. I sigh, but do as I’m told. “No peeking.” 
“I’m not peeking.” I listen closely, hearing his shoes against the gravel road before finally stopping in front of me. 
“Eyes still closed?” 
“Yes.” I squeeze them closed a little tighter and the entire spectrum turns black.
“Are you sure?” 
“Yes.”
“Hold out your hands.” I do so, counting the seconds as they pass by slower than usual. Finally, a large, round object lands between my palms. “You can open them now.” 
My eyes flash open to inspect the strange weight in my hands. It’s a safety helmet, sleek and black — just like his. Small, lighter, but just as sturdy. “It’s a helmet!” I shout with a smile, rotating it around to get views from all angle. 
Tobias takes it from me and holds it above my head. “I figured that since we’re going to be riding around a lot together — once again…” I let him slip it onto my head, “you needed your own helmet.” 
“Good idea,” I say. 
“How’s it feel?” he asks. 
“Perfect,” I say, shaking my head around. It feels so much lighter on my shoulders than his massive helmet. I no longer feel the rough and heavy pressure against my neck, just begging to make my small, dainty frame topple over at the slightest gust of wind.
“Comfortable?” 
“Extremely,” I answer, playing with the tinted eye guard, flicking it up and down. “Does it look as badass though?” 
He chuckles. “Yes. I think.” 
I grab the helmet and pull it off to inspect the outside again. “It wasn’t too expensive?” I ask.
“Of course it was,” he jokes. “If there’s one thing you don’t skimp on, it’s safety gear.” 
“Good point.” I push up onto my tippy toes to kiss him and his hands fall to my waist. “Thank you, Tobias. I love it.” 
“You’re very welcome,” he says, his warm breath rushing past my cheek. “I told you I’d take care of you and I meant it.”
“I never doubted you,” I say. 
“Good,” he says. “We should get going. If we’re late, Amy will get mad.” 
I slowly grip his jacket, pulling him closer. “Let her get mad,” I whisper before planting another kiss on his lips.
 
***
 
The old, abandoned school looks just as decrepit and run down as it did last year. We haven’t been back since the last fight here, but as Tobias and I roll into the parking lot, it feels like it was only yesterday. I immediately recognize Amy’s sports car in the lot, the recently-waxed exterior practically glowing in the moonlight.
Tobias leads me inside, staying a step ahead of me as we navigate the long, dark hallways. It makes me a bit nostalgic as I recall Amy’s simple instructions. Find a door marked basement. Then, just follow the noise.
There’s no noise this time, save the soft clicking of Amy’s heels as we step closer to the arena door. 
As Tobias pushes the door open, we immediately hear her voice from the other side of the vacant gym. “You’re late!” 
I smile. “It’s nine-oh-two,” I point out. 
“Still late,” she says. “Tobias, come here — I can’t reach this outlet.” 
He walks over to her and I gaze around the place. It’s dark, really dark, in every corner, but I suppose that’s why she’s working to get the lights back on. I step closer to the makeshift octagonal arena, seemingly the only place in the room with a working light source above it, and pull open the rusty cage door to step inside. It feels strange to be on the other side of this, looking out at where the crowd would gather to watch me give, or take, a beating. Standing on the outside, looking in, it feels so much safer. 
A burst of sparks shine out from above their heads across the room, followed quickly by a surge of electric charge. “Everything okay?” I ask. Just as the phrase leaves my mouth, the lights around the room flicker on, finally illuminating the expectant space. 
“Yep!” Amy calls. “No problem. Everything works.” 
“Tobias—?”
“I’m okay,” he groans. “This system is almost fried, Amy. You might want to start looking for a new place to hold fights.”
“Bite your tongue, Toby,” she scoffs. “This school has housed Alpha fights for over a decade. You don’t mess with tradition.” 
“Well, unless you plan on hosting fights by candlelight this season, you might want to find a new generator before this one explodes.” 
“Anyway…” Amy mutters as she reaches into her bag. “Tryouts.” I step out of the ring and follow Amy back to the table by the door. She grabs a clipboard and holds it out to me. “You have your fighters, Claire. Choose wisely.” 
My fingers twitch so suddenly, the clipboard nearly topples out of my hands. “I’m sorry, what?” 
She chews on her inner cheek with devious red lips. “You heard me,” she says. 
“But I’m not—” My tongue turns to stone in my mouth. “I can’t—” 
“Yes, you can,” she chuckles. “It’s easy. Just choose the most skilled fighters with the biggest chance of winning Alpha. Piece of cake.” 
“But I’m not qualified for that,” I argue. “You can’t put this on me!” 
“I’m not,” she laughs. “I’ll be right beside you the entire time. My insight is yours to pick at, but I want you to take point. You’ll never learn to swim if you don’t dive into the deep end.” 
“Yes, but… you usually start in the shallow end with an inflatable tube. You don’t just shove someone into the deep end and expect them to not sink to the bottom.” 
“That’s exactly how my dad taught me how to swim,” she jokes. 
“Mine, too,” Tobias adds. 
“Not helping,” I whine at him.
“You’ll be fine,” Amy insists. “Just dog paddle through it, but do it gracefully.” 
I stare at the clipboard and fancy chart Amy must have created before driving out here with a list of all of the potential Alphas. “Graceful dog paddle…” I mutter to myself.
Amy wanders off again, this time grabbing a dust broom from her supplies near the door and taking it with her to the ring to attack the layer of dust that’s gathered in the last year. I keep glancing at the clipboard, blinking quickly to combat the blurring vision taking hold of my optic nerve. 
“Claire,” Tobias says, “You okay?” 
I force the excess saliva down my throat before I choke on it. “Peachy…”
“You’ll be fine,” he chuckles. “Amy’s not going to let you make the wrong decisions here. She’d never risk her bonus for bringing in another Alpha.” 
I nod. “Makes sense.”
He snatches the clipboard from my hand, jolting my senses to shift their attentions towards him instead. “Be like Bowie, Claire.”
I furrow my brow, the words jarring a memory in my head; the sudden sensation of lying awake at 3 A.M. with Tobias’ old headphones in my ears. “Be like Bowie?”
“Be like Bowie,” he repeats.
“I don’t know what that means.” 
“It means wear your confidence on the outside,” he explains. “You can be as nervous as all hell on the inside, but if you don’t show it, then they’ll never know.” 
“Were you nervous before your tryouts?” I ask him.
“I’ve never been in a fight that didn’t make me nervous,” he admits.
I raise an eyebrow. “You always seem so calm. Like… all the time.” 
He smiles. “It takes many hours of practice to be as stoic as I am.”
“I have twenty minutes,” I say. 
“Use it,” he says. “Take that gut-wrenching fear and use it. Channel it towards your strengths. Your opponent should never be able to read your thoughts. The moment they do, they own you. If they can never read you, then you’ll always have the upper hand.” 
“Sounds like you’re ready for a fight, Tobias,” I tease. “You sure you’re retired?” 
“Pretty sure,” he answers. “I have something more important to throw my energy into now.” 
“Bummer,” I say, biting my lip. 
“Okay—” Amy croaks, her heels sliding against the concrete floor back to us. She tosses the broom to the side and it clatters to the floor near the door. “Lights are on. Ring is clean. What am I forgetting? Oh—!” She bends over and grabs her bag off the table. “I have something for you, Claire…”
“What?” I ask, feeling more nervous than before. I don’t think I can handle another last minute surprise from Amy Jones tonight. 
She takes something out of the bag, something small enough to fit inside the palm of her hand, and turns around to face me. “It’s my honor to present to you… your very own… whistle!” She lets the metal whistle tumble from her hand and it hangs down from the chain tangled up in her fingers. 
“I get a whistle?” I ask with more excitement than I ever expected. 
“Well, it’s mine, technically…” she says, “But you can borrow it tonight.” She lets it slip into my hand and I catch it before it falls to the floor. “Air freshener!” she suddenly says with a snap of her fingers. “That’s what I forgot. It smells like dead rats in here. I’ll be right back. It’s in the car.”
I stare at the whistle while she quickly marches out of the basement, the sound of her heels echoing off down the hall. “Tobias…” I begin. 
“Yes?” 
“You said to channel my fear towards my strengths,” I say with shaking voice. “What are my strengths?”
He pauses and lets the air cycle through his lungs before speaking. “I don’t really have an answer for that, Claire,” he says. “That’s up to you.” 
I nod, trying to come up with the answer for myself, but my mind draws nothing but blanks.
“But mine…” he says. “My strength was Mary.” 
A small, regretful smile touches my lips. “That’s really sweet, Tobias,” I say. 
“I didn’t want to let her down,” he says. “Didn’t matter much in the end, I guess…” 
“Yes, it did.” I shift towards him with a slow step. “I know I didn’t know her at all, but I can’t imagine any scenario exists where she wouldn’t have been proud of what you did for her. I am, that’s for sure.” 
“You’re probably right.” He smiles, letting his eyes linger on mine. “Does that help?” he asks. 
“Yeah,” I say, my heart swelling in my chest. “It does.” 
I look to the door as the tapping of Amy’s heels return to the hallway outside. “Looks like our boys are starting to arrive,” she mentions as she steps inside with an aerosol can in her hand. 
I inhale sharply and hold my breath until I can’t hold it anymore.
 
***
 
Of the two dozen fighters we spoke with earlier today, only about half of them have shown up. I take it as a small victory, one that would make my life a little easier, but I still have my work cut out for me tonight. 
I look down at the clipboard, my eyes scanning their names once more. Tobias lingers over my shoulder behind me, the ever-silent guardian, while Amy stands before us, addressing the fighters with enough pep in her voice to choke a mule. 
“Each fight will be timed,” she explains. “You have sixty seconds to impress us, gentlemen. I urge you all to make every second count. Only three of you will be chosen to fight in the tournament. Do you have any questions?” 
A hand immediately shoots up in the air, belonging to a tall man in the center of the line. 
“Yes, Mike?” Amy says. 
The man steps forward and the light strikes him at a better angle. I see his blond hair, nearly white in shade, and repeat his name over and over again in my head to memorize it against his face. “Yeah—” Mike points behind her at Tobias. “Is he fighting tonight?” 
Amy glances over her shoulder. “No, he is not.” 
“But aren’t you the Alpha?” Another one speaks up — short, but bulky with tan skin and a pierced eyebrow — shooting his question towards Tobias. 
“He’s retired,” she explains, the words instantly met with a series of groans from a few of the veteran fighters. “I know, I know…” She waves her hand to silence them. “We’re all very disappointed.” 
“I was hoping for a rematch, Tobias,” Mike adds. “I can finally breathe through my nose again.” 
I crane my neck to look behind me at Tobias just in time to see his lips curl on one side. 
“I barely recognized you without that wheezing sound, Mike,” he quips. 
The men chuckle softly and Amy clears her throat to regain their attentions. “Anyway… I’m going to turn you all over to my apprentice, Claire. She’s our newest Alpha Dame, but I expect each of you to treat her with the same respect you show me.”
A crippling stage freight clutches my skin as I hear my name rush through her lips. Over a dozen pairs of eyes fall on me and I suddenly forget how to speak. 
“Newest Dame?” The man on the far right calls out. I recall his name easily, Devlin, because it showed up in one of Mary’s sappy romance novels I read recently. “Since when?”
“Since now,” Amy spits, feeling no further need to explain more than that. “Claire, they’re all yours.”
I step forward, seemingly driven by a force I clearly have no direct power over. Raw energy flows through my limbs. My ears pop. I suddenly feel an itch on the end of my nose, but I can’t bring myself to scratch it. “Hi,” I say, my voice soft and cuddly as a newborn kitten. 
Channel it towards your strengths. 
I think of Tobias, feeling his eyes on the back of my head. I don’t dare turn around to look at him. Doing so could be perceived as weakness. These men are not my enemies, but I take his words to heart. I’ll never earn their respect by showing weakness. I take a deep breath and roll my shoulders back to stand a little taller. 
“We don’t have a whole lot of time here tonight, gentlemen, so we’ll dive on in.” I hold up the clipboard. “Our first fight will be between—” 
“Amy, I don’t like this.”
The interruption comes from the far left, a voice so deep I can feel it rumble in my chest. 
“Excuse me?” I ask. 
A man steps forward, the bright whites of his eyes standing out against his black skin. “I said, I don’t like this,” he says, glancing right past me to look at Amy. 
“Be more specific, Trevor,” Amy says. 
“She doesn’t have any right to be here,” he says. 
“That’s not up to you,” she fires back at him. 
His eyes finally flick in my direction. “I recognize you…” he says with a repulsive sneer. “You’re that chick that started showing up last season, following Tobias around like a bitch in heat.”
“That’s enough, Trevor,” Amy bites.
“You earned your place in the Dames, Amy. I’ll fight for you until the day I die,” he adds. “What the hell as she done other than be the Alpha’s willing pet?” 
I feel Tobias rush passed my shoulder, but I quickly hold out my arm to force him back. “No—” I say, holding him in place. “Let the man speak his mind.” I step forward with a steady stride, pausing only when I reach him. “I mean, he’s not wrong, right?”
“Damn straight,” he says, his brown eyes boring down on me.
I look at my clipboard. “Trevor, correct?” I ask. 
“That’s me,” he confirms. “Trevor the Terror.” 
I grin. “So, you’ve competed before?”
“Yes, I have. This’ll be my third tournament.” 
“I like the name,” I say, throwing every bit of caution into the wind. “It’s… cute.” 
He flexes his jaw, unamused by my comment and angered by the quick snickers coming from his fellow men. “Look, lady,” he seethes. “I don’t have to stand here and—” 
“I’m gonna stop you right there,” I say, my heart racing in my chest, fueling my words with a warm fire. “Because, you see… you actually do have to stand here and listen to me because if you don’t, you don’t have a chance in hell of setting foot in the ring ever again — not that anyone would miss you since I’ve never even heard of you before despite your claim to fighting in two previous tournaments.” He opens his lips, just aching to speak up, but I quickly raise my voice to cut him off. “Tell me something, Trev — If you were in my shoes, would you waste your time on a fighter that’s already failed to make an impression? I mean, you’ve been eliminated from this tournament twice by your own admission. Are you a third times the charm kind of guy? Give me one good reason why I should expect a different outcome from you this time.” 
Hot air fumes through his nose. “You’ve got some brass balls, lady,” he mutters, amusement crossing his eyes.
“Two brass balls, zero patience, and a ballpoint pen,” I add, clicking the pen with my thumb. “I can mark you off right now. Just say the word.” I lay the pen point against his name on the paper and let the threat linger in thick air between us. My entire body screams with agonizing anticipation. I will my nerves to chill, forcing every bit of fear I have into them to keep me frozen solid beneath him. It’s a confidence I’ve never in my life experienced before, even if it’s just a clever ruse to display what little dominance I have inside of me. 
Finally, Trevor’s eyes break away from mine and he takes a step back. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” he says. “I was out of line.” 
I smile, holding back my sigh of relief. “Thank you,” I say. I glance at the other men, making sure to make eye contact with each of them as I scan the line. “If anyone else has a problem with me, the door is right behind us. If not, I think we’ve wasted enough time.” I turn away and walk back to my place beside Amy. “Trevor here has volunteered to go first. Mike, you’ll be joining him.” 
The two of them step towards the arena and I turn around to hide my face from them. I squeeze my eyes shut and fill my lungs with stale, can-scented air. Blood and adrenaline rush through my body, charging every system to the next level. I’m pumped, wild, and incredibly turned on. 
I open my eyes and look at Tobias to see his own super-charged passions filling his eyes. He smiles at me, holding himself back as the rest of them circle the arena. 
“Okay,” I say, gripping the metal whistle around my neck and bringing it to my lips. “Let’s get started.” 
 
***
 
“So, what do you think?” Amy asks with her arms cross about her chest. We break away from the crowd and let the fighters chat among themselves while we ponder our options. 
“Well, I know he’s your friend, but I think Trevor’s out,” I say. 
Amy rolls her eyes. “I know. I never would have given him a second chance last time if I didn’t have Tobias to fall back on for the district.” 
“Noticeable lack of Tobias’ out there,” I point out. 
“Yeah, I miss Tobias,” she whines. 
“I’m standing right here,” he says, lingering over our shoulders. 
“Are you rejoining the tournament?” 
“No.” 
“Then you’re dead to me,” she snaps. 
He sighs and takes a step back. I smile at him with an apologetic glance, but I think he knows he walked into that one. Tobias was truly a one of a kind fighter, someone that’s not easily replaceable. 
I scan the group again, my eyes falling on their faces, nearly each one freshly bruised, but smiling. “Devlin has a mean hook,” I state, recalling the way it whacked Greg’s face. “And the way he dodged that kick was impressive…” 
“Not hard on the eyes either…” Amy says with a raised brow, her tongue spreading across her lips for a brief second. 
“Excuse me… Tobias?” 
We look over to find see one of them wandering over to Tobias. I quickly glance at my notes on the clipboard to recall his name. Short, dirty blond hair. Red shirt. Must be Kris.
“I’m sorry to bother you, sir,” he continues, clearing his throat, “but would you do me honor of punching me in the face?” 
“What?” Tobias asks, his face contorted with confusion. 
“You’re the Alpha,” Kris says, his voice full of wonder. “It would just make my day.” 
I grin, fighting to hold back my laughter as Tobias’ eyes look around. “You want me to hit you…” he says slowly. 
“Yes, sir.” 
Tobias sighs, but I notice the fingers of his fist curling in. I bite my lip as that rush of warmth attacks between my thighs. It’s been so long since I’ve seen him hit anything other than a quick demonstration at the punching bag. “You sure?” he asks Kris, shifting his feet into a fighting stance.
“Absolutely!” 
His enthusiasm draws the eyes of everyone else in the room. Tobias glances around, his eyes sweeping towards mine, before he finally chuckles. “Okay…” 
Kris bounces on his toes and shakes out his body, preparing for the hit with a long grin on his lips. “Yes, yes…” he says. “I’m ready.” 
Tobias shakes his head as he settles into his classic fighting pose. He raises his hands up to protect his face, an old habit I don’t think he’ll ever break. Kris leans forward, exposing his mug to him, and closes his eyes as Tobias draws back his right fist. 
I draw in a breath, refusing to blink and miss it. My mouth waters, my toes tingle. I wait for that satisfying smack of knuckles against skin, my body quivering with delight. 
His fist connects with Kris’ eye and he snaps it back into place before Kris’ knees buckle and he tumbles to the floor below them. The other guys wince, each one of them feeling the blow for themselves in their heads, before issuing a short round of applause. Kris writhes on the dirty floor with his hand hovering over his right eye, his moans of pain morphing into a pleasing bit of laughter. 
“You all right?” Tobias asks, stepping forward with his hand extended out. 
“That… was… awesome,” Kris says. He takes Tobias’ hand and he easily lifts him off the floor. I see his eye beneath the flickering lights above. A brand new bruise is forming, leaving his skin pink and red. “Thank you!” 
Tobias pats the kid’s shoulder. “No problem…” he mutters with an awkward voice. I chuckle softly, drawing his eyes in my direction. I don’t think Tobias ever imagined he’d become so popular. He never fought for the underground fame and glory that’s promised when you join the Midwest Alphas. He had other, more important, reasons for throwing those punches, but no one else knew that. To them, he’s Tobias the Untouchable — the man that took a shiv to the side and still won. 
“So…” Amy says, stepping into my eye line to block my view of Tobias. “Who else?” 
“Umm…” I pause, unable to remember what I was doing. My attentions are stuck, trapped on Tobias as he fields more questions from the enamored Kris. A few more of them gather around them to listen in. “I, uhh—”
“Oh, for god’s sake, you can hump him later,” Amy scolds me and snaps her fingers three times in front of my face. “I need names.”
I close my eyes to concentrate my focus. “Right…” I mutter. “Devlin seems like a good choice.” 
She nods. “I agree.” 
“And I’d like to see more of Levi…” 
Amy hums to herself, her own eyes scanning the group. “I’d go with Sam over Levi.” 
“Really?” I ask. 
“He did really well in the last tournament before Pike destroyed him,” she says. “You remember? He tapped out your first night.” 
“That was him?” I ask. I look him up and down from across the room. “He looks…”
“Leaner and meaner,” she finishes. “I think he’s worth giving a second shot.” 
“Let’s do it,” I nod. 
“One more.” 
I look up and find Tobias in the crowd again. I’d love so much to say his name, to bring him back into the fray as Lillian wants me to, but he’s made up his mind. I chew on my lip. “Well, the rest of them seem awfully inexperienced…”
“So was Tobias,” she reminds me.
“What about Mike?” I ask. 
She glances over her shoulder. “Every time I look at him, I picture his face slamming against the floor after Tobias punched him,” she chuckles. 
“But tonight…” I say, “he held his own.” 
“Yeah, against Trevor,” she says. “Not that difficult a task.” 
“I have a good feeling about him.” 
“A rookie mistake,” she smiles, “but everybody gets one. Devlin, Sam, and Mike it is then.”
“Not a bad line-up,” I say. “I wish we knew who the other districts are bringing in…” 
“That’s part of the game. That’s what makes the first fight of the season so important. A trained eye will know exactly who’s in it to win it after that. Hell, I’ve had fighters bow out completely after seeing who they’re up against.” 
I blink. “Damn. Really?” I look at my chosen three again and wonder if any of them seem like the type to stray.
“We have some really tough standards here,” she continues. “Many other tournaments last months. Ours is weeks. With a fight a week, our boys aren’t given a lot of time to recuperate between matches.” 
I flinch slightly, remembering how beaten up Tobias was by the end of it all last time. “Yeah, why is that?” I ask. 
She smiles and looks over her shoulder until her eyes find Tobias. “Because only a true Alpha makes it to the end. It’s why our tournament is so highly respected. That title doesn’t go to just anybody. The last man standing fucking deserves it.”
My body quivers, once again imagining Tobias in that ring covered with sweat and a little bit of blood. My Alpha. “Guess we should tell them, then…” I mutter.
“After you, madame.” She makes a pushing motion with her fingers and we walk back over to the expecting crowd, each one of them pretending not to look as nervous as they do. 
“Gentlemen,” I say after a quick, but deep, breath, “we’ve made our decision.”
“I want you all to know that this wasn’t an easy choice,” Amy interjects, her voice kind and professional. “If we didn’t choose you, do not be discouraged. Rejection is not a sign of weakness; it’s a challenge to get better and try again. I expect to see many of you again next year.”
My lips curl, somewhat taken back by her inspirational words. “If we call your name, please step forward,” I say. I glance at the clipboard. “Devlin Marx, Sam Evans, and Mike Sinclair.”
There’s a shuffle of feet and a few audible groans behind them as they each step up. 
“This is bullshit,” a voice, distinctly Trevor’s, calls out from the back. 
We look at him as he bolts forward, bumping elbows with Devlin. His dark eyes catch mine and it’s clear that he’s coming for me. 
In the blink of an eye, Tobias moves between us and reaches out to grip Trevor’s neck, halting the man in his tracks with a single squeeze. The others step back, their eyes full of shock and surprise as Tobias raises him an inch off the ground. 
“You’re dismissed,” Tobias growls, letting him hang for several more seconds before dropping him back down. Devlin steps forward, Sam and Mike following closely behind him, and blocks us completely from Trevor’s view. 
I remember what Amy told me last year, just moments after Pike submitted to her command. You don’t fuck with an Alpha Dame. I’ve always been able to count on Tobias, but I never imagined the others would come to my aid without question. My lips curl as Trevor stumbles back and retreats from the room, slamming the door quickly behind him as he goes. The others say their goodbyes, each one of them offering rather sportsmen-like handshakes to the three chosen fighters before following Trevor out the door. 
Tobias spins around, his concerned eyes finding mine as he bridges the gap between us. “You okay?” he asks. 
“Never better,” I grin as the heat radiating through my core becomes too difficult to bear. I look at Amy. “Would you excuse us?” I grab Tobias’ hand and lead him out of the room before giving her the chance to answer me. 
We charge down the hall and I push open the door to the first room I see — a small storage room, filled with old, broken desks and boxes. 
“I need you,” I tell him as I pull him towards me and lock my lips against his. He kicks the door closed with his foot and pushes me back against an old desk, his hands instantly on my body as if his life depended on it. I reach for his belt to pull it free while he pulls up my shirt to cup my breasts. He groans as I rub him softly, churning his blood towards his growing hardness. 
“You sure?” he smiles between firm kisses. 
“Yes,” I moan, giving him a hard yank. He reaches for my jeans and forces the zipper down as his own pants fall to his ankles. 
I open my legs to him, mewling and begging for him to keep touching me as heat gathers between us. I pull him closer to kiss him hard, sinking my teeth into his bottom lip. He winces, but that just makes him kiss me deeper as he grips my rear to pull us together. I gasp and quiver against him as he slides his rigid cock inside me, thrusting me hard and fast against the rickety, old desk. 
A sense of extreme bliss calms me to my core. After an hour of watching men go at it, pounding each other with closed fists, performing only to thrill and impress me, I need this. I need Tobias to fill me and dominate me in ways only he knows how. I need him to claim me as his, especially after watching how he protected me from Trevor.
I throw my head back and moan. The sound echoes off the walls. Tobias clamps his hand over my mouth to keep me quiet, but it does little to curb the rising tide inside. He doesn’t stop, but increases his grind while holding me against his taut body, pushing me farther with each thrust.
“Watching you…” he whispers between quick breaths, “do what you do, it drives me wild.” 
I laugh behind his hand and I yield to Tobias as I lose all control of my desires. He bites his bottom lip and buries his face in my shoulder to stifle his thick groans. It pushes me completely over the edge and my body finally submits to him, twitching wildly as he steals a climax from me. 
He presses his hand harder against my mouth, creating a firm seal to keep me from screaming. His eyes lock on mine and he watches me writhe with a smile touching his lips. I catch my wild breath and he lowers his hand to give me a slow kiss before resting his forehead against mine. His member throbs inside of me, as spent as he is. 
“Claire!” We freeze, our bodies still locked together, as Amy’s shrilling call echoes through the hallway outside. 
Tobias pulls out of me, but leans in to plant another sweet kiss on my lips. “Does this count as a date?” he jokes. 
“Probably not…” I breathe, smiling back, “but we’re not like other couples.”



Chapter 5
The Old-Fashioned Way
 
Tobias pulls into the parking lot of Lillian’s club and I feel my chest tighten as another flashback takes hold of me. Even though I know Tobias isn’t fighting anymore, I can still feel that aching worry deep in my gut. The danger is over now. Pike is banned from the tournament. Tobias is the Alpha. But I still can’t stop my knees from shaking as we walk down the dark alleyway leading to the back entrance of the arena. 
We’re early, as is expected of Dames, so I don’t hear the raging crowd that I was used to hearing. Amy greets us at the door and smiles wide. 
“About time!” she jokes. 
I walk inside first and look back at Tobias as he crosses the threshold. He keeps his head up, allowing for his eyes to scan the room for any signs of danger as he moves. I smile at him and shake my head. “Everything is fine, Tobias,” I whisper. “Relax.”
“The other Dames are dying to see you!” Amy says. 
“Me?” I ask. 
“No, not you.” She reaches out and grabs Tobias’ arm. “The Alpha!”
“Oh, of course,” I mutter. 
Tobias sighs and lets Amy drag him towards the back of the arena. I follow closely behind as we enter the bright, white hallway leading towards Lillian’s office. We step inside and the idle chatter of women’s voices grinds to a quick halt. 
I look around the room at the other Dames and self-consciousness immediately takes hold of me. They are all so gorgeous and glamorous with their thick high-heels and colorful cocktail dresses. Even Lillian looks like a bombshell tonight. She’s dyed her hair a more crayon-like red and wears a stunning scarlet corset with black fishnets. I try not to look down at my jeans and t-shirt. 
“Everybody,” Amy says, presenting him gracefully. “I’m sure you remember my good friend, and our Alpha, Tobias the Untouchable!” 
I notice him wince under his skin at the mention of the name he had forced upon him and I can’t help but smile at him. The Dames stand up from their positions, each one of them gliding closer to him to partake in the honor of shaking his hand. 
As Amy leads him around, I take note of their names. Veronica Briggs, the Dame from Jefferson City, sports an adorable blonde bob with curves that could crash even the best of drivers. The other Dame from Springfield, Heather Fields, nearly breaks Tobias’ fingers as she shakes them with a firm, ebony hand. Her long, black hair is held high with a green hair barrette, one to match the fun and tight skirt hanging off her thin hips. Two other girls sit around the room, both of them looking just as pensive as I do. Their silent recruits, I presume.
Veronica and Heather zero in on Tobias. 
“Can we see it?” Veronica asks him. She licks her lips like a ravenous tiger inching in on her unsuspecting prey. 
I stare at Tobias in confusion, but he somehow knows what she’s asking for. His hands reluctantly fall to his jacket buttons and he flicks them open while they stare down at his body with eager anticipation. He pulls his shirt up to reveal the deep, white scar on his left side.
Heather covers her lips with perfectly manicured fingers. “Oh, you poor baby…” she coos. 
Veronica taps her tongue with disappointment. “I thought it’d be bigger…” she mutters. 
“The joys of modern medicine, ladies,” Amy says. 
Lillian stands up from her desk and strolls around to take a look for herself. “Back in the day, a man wore his scars like a badge of honor.” She pauses in front of him and smiles. “Although, considering the circumstances, I’m sure it was a day you’d rather forget…”
Tobias says nothing and lowers his shirt, much to the disappointment of the other Dames. 
“Anyway — we have business to discuss. Tobias, you are welcome to stay given your charge with Ms. Holloway, but you must remain silent. Understood?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he says. 
She shows him a quick wink before turning around to address the rest of us. “This is an exciting time for us, ladies. Not only is it the start of new tournament, but it’s the first time we’ve trained a new generation of Dames — with the exception of Ms. Jones, who has seamlessly taken over her mother’s position.” She lays a hand on Amy’s shoulder and the two of them exchange a solemn nod. Lillian leans in closer. “She would be so proud of you,” she whispers in her ear. Amy smiles wide and Lillian turns back around. “We have some promising new recruits in this room, but I don’t want anyone getting too comfortable. You may have made yourself at home nestled beneath the wings of your Dame, but it’s my say that keeps you here. I won’t tolerate disobedience, incompetence, or failure. Understood?”
“Yes, ma’am,” I say, echoing the voices of the other two girls around the room. 
“Good!” Lillian grins. “Now that the scary part is over, let’s get to the fun part!” She leans back against her desk. “Does anyone have any news they’d like to share? Some burst of enthusiasm? Anything?” She claps once and Heather raises her hand. 
“I have some news, but you aren’t going to like it,” she says. 
Lillian pauses. “Go ahead.” 
Heather takes a deep breath. “The Double Ex Kings have taken Joplin.” 
“You’re sure?” 
“I’m positive,” she replies. “We went there to recruit and were immediately booted out the second we exited I-44.” 
Lillian chews on her lip and her eyes slowly scan the room before landing on me. They linger for one, long moment and then jump to Amy. “Sounds familiar.”
“They’ve taken a few towns in my area as well,” Amy adds. 
“Well…” Lillian sighs. “I guess we have a patriarchy problem. Veronica—?” 
“Nothing in my area,” Veronica replies, her eyes wide as saucers. 
“Mine is clear as well.” Lillian shrugs her wide shoulders. “Keep an eye on it. Anything else?” 
“That’s all?” Tobias’ deep voice splits the silence of the room and all eyes fall to him in the corner.
Lillian licks her red lips. “Mr. Eastwood, I believe silence was required—” 
“Your rival is taking over your territory and your plan is to do nothing?” 
“My plan is to observe,” she argues. “So far, there has been no sign of aggression from their side. Just like you, Tobias, I’m not a fan of striking first.”
“You need to do something more—” 
“Tobias,” I spit. “Would you please wait outside?”
“Claire—”
“Now.”
Another silence falls on everyone’s lips as Tobias stares down at me. I stand tall, refusing to blink until he finally turns to the door. 
“Yes, ma’am,” he says as he grabs the door knob. It pains me to see him go, but if I’m going to make an impression on the Dames, like Amy warned I should, then I’ll have to show dominance. 
I look back at the room and watch as their lips curl. 
“Well…” Veronica smirks. “I see what he sees in you now.”
“Anything else?” Lillian repeats, amusement seeping out of her voice. 
 
***
 
We step out into the hallway and I catch sight of Tobias leaning against the wall just outside the door. The other Dames take great pleasure in looking him up and down as they pass by him. Heather slides a finger across his bicep and I twitch with envy as he takes it without saying a word.
“You really are just a piece of meat to them, aren’t you?” I ask once they’re out of earshot. 
“That’s the Alpha Dames for you,” he says. He looks down the hall and watches them leave until the door closes behind them, leaving us alone. “Did it work?” he asks, his lips forming a quick smile. 
“I think it made an impression,” I answer. 
“Good.”
“Sorry I snapped at you.” 
“I kind of liked it.” 
“Really?” I laugh. 
He nods and pulls me closer. “You’ll pay for it later,” he whispers in my ear. 
A warm chill attacks my nerves. “Good,” I chuckle. “But now, I have to get to work. They’re putting the new Dames on door duty.” 
“Lead the way,” he says.
I step out into the arena to find a crowd has already gathered at the door. The other girls, along with Amy watching over their shoulders, take the entrance fees and stuff them into the glass jar in Amy’s arms. Tobias keeps a watchful eye over all of us as the crowd gets larger. 
“Oh, man,” Amy grins. “It’s so nice not having to do all of this myself. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to wrangle a three-figure crowd on your own?” 
I laugh and continue greeting the incoming patrons. Their faces begin to blend together, a mixture of new and old as they all pile inside to fill the arena. A few regulars notice Tobias near the door and excitedly ask him if he’s fighting tonight. He holds up his hands and tells them no. I laugh, realizing that the Untouchable has more fans than I once thought.
“Hello, Claire.” 
I blink repeatedly as his face comes into view. For months, I’ve seen him here and there, but his likeness has always faded away into nothing. Not this time. He reaches out and places money in my hand with a smile on his face. 
“Rick…” I say his name as my tongue swells in my mouth. “What…”
“You look nice,” he says, looking me up and down. “Being a Dame really suits you…” 
My eyes fall over his shoulder towards Tobias by the door. “What are you doing here?” I ask him, stalling, willing for Tobias to notice. 
Rick holds up his hands in surrender. “I’m not here to cause trouble,” he says, shaking his head. “I’m just here to fight.” 
“To fight?” I repeat. 
His eyebrows bounce as he walks away from me, aiming towards the back of the arena. I stand frozen in my shoes and watch as Lillian throws her arms around his shoulder and kisses his cheek. 
“No…” I say out loud.
“Claire, what is it?” Tobias stands over my shoulder and follows my line of sight until he sees Rick with Lillian. “What the hell is he doing here?” 
“He’s fighting in the tournament,” I mutter, still too stunned to move. “Amy—!” I call her name and she steps closer to us.
“What’s up?” she asks. 
“Did you know about this?” I ask her. 
“Know about what?” She looks in his direction and watches as Lillian leads him towards the locker room in the back hallway. “Is that…?” 
“Rick, my stepbrother,” I say. 
“I thought he was in Chicago…?” she questions. 
“He’s supposed to be,” Tobias growls. 
“He moved to St. Louis a few months ago,” I say, my tongue moving too fast for me to stop it. 
“He what?” Tobias asks with flames in his eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
“I just found out a few days ago—”
“Why didn’t you tell me, Claire?” he asks again. 
“It didn’t seem important,” I say, stumbling over my words. “My mother told me he moved for a job, but I never thought it would be something like this…”
Tobias takes wide strides in Rick’s direction, quickly leaving us behind at the door. I push forward, but he moves too fast for me to reach him. Amy passes the jar off to the other girls, barking orders to keep it safe while she fights through the crowd to catch up with me. “Tobias!” I call his name, following far behind his quick movement.
He bursts into the locker room, where fighters from each district have gathered around Lillian, practically worshiping at her feet. 
“Let’s have some good, clean fights, gentlemen,” she says. “Remember, we are not animals. Blood is not encouraged — although, it’s not frowned upon either.”
They chuckle at her joke. Tobias finds Rick in the back and grabs his arm. 
“Tobias, stop—!” I shout.
He doesn’t listen. He forces Rick against the wall, pressing his forearm hard against his neck to hold him there. I step closer to stop him, but Amy stops me, her eyes falling on Lillian as her thick heels tap loudly against the hard linoleum floor. 
“Tobias, I assume you have a good reason for pinning my fighter against a wall?” she says with a calm, but forceful, tone. She folds her arms across her round breasts and stares up at him. 
Tobias’ eyes never leave Rick’s face. “He tried to kill me,” he says. 
Lillian raises an eyebrow. “Is this true?” she asks Rick. 
Rick smirks. “I have no idea what he’s talking about, ma’am.” 
“Tobias, release him,” she says. He doesn’t budge. “Release him.”
“Tobias…” I step forward and lay a cautious hand on his shoulder. He looks down at me and nods before taking a step back. Rick’s grin travels wider along his lips, his eyes peeking at me with thick amusement. 
Lillian looks at the two of us. “My office. Now.” She opens the door and waits for us to leave. “You, as well, Amy,” she adds. 
We move fast down the hall and step into her office. Lillian and Amy follow us closely and she kicks the door closed behind them. “Start from the beginning, please,” she says to me. 
“You saw what happened at the last tournament,” I say. 
“Yes,” she says. “I saw Pike stab Tobias in the ring. He’s been dealt with. What does this have to do with Rick?” 
“It was Rick’s idea to attack Tobias.”
She scoffs. “Why?” 
I hesitate, finding the whole situation embarrassing to say aloud. “He wanted Tobias out of the way to get to me, ma’am.” 
“Hmm, yes,” she says, pushing a fallen hair back into her perfect hairdo. “He mentioned your rather taboo affair to me in passing.” 
“It wasn’t an affair—”
“Whatever it was,” she interrupts, “it’s no concern of mine.”
“Ma’am, if I may…” Amy steps forward. “I’d like to point out that Rick attacked Claire at that tournament as well.”
“Yes, I saw that burst of self-defense on Claire’s part. As impressive as it was, it does nothing to link these two incidents.” She looks at me. “For all I know, it was a lover’s quarrel and you just want your ex out of the tournament for personal reasons.” 
“He conspired with Pike to murder Tobias during the tournament,” I say again with even more desperation. 
“Do you have any proof?” Lillian asks. I press my lips together. “I can’t disqualify a fighter based on the uncorroborated accusations of a freshman Dame. I’m sorry, but Rick stays in the tournament until he’s knocked out the old-fashioned way.” 
Tobias steps forward. “I want a blood duel,” he says, his voice firm.
Lillian flinches. I watch in suspense, feeling more like an outsider than ever before. “Amy…” Her big eyes never leave Tobias’ face. “Do you witness this challenge?” 
I look at Amy and hesitation crosses her face. “Yes, ma’am,” she finally says.
“Very well,” Lillian says. “Tobias, you have five minutes.” She steps around us and walks out of the room. 
I look between Amy and Tobias, waiting for one of them to explain, but neither of them speak. Blood pumps louder in my ears, eating away at me until I can’t take the silence anymore. “What is a blood duel?” I ask them. 
“A really, really bad idea,” Amy answers, shaking her head at Tobias. 
“Tobias, what are you doing?” I ask. He takes off his suit jacket and tosses it onto a nearby chair. “Tobias—” I turn back to Amy, frustrated at his refusal to answer me. “Amy, what’s going on?”
Amy licks her lips and swallows. “A standing Alpha can challenge any fighter at any time to try and remove them from the tournament.”
“Why would they do that?” I ask. 
“Theoretically, to remove more skilled fighters from other districts, giving your district a better chance at maintaining Alpha,” she says, her voice stiff and cold. “But in practice, it left two fighters in the hospital and nearly exposed the entire league. It’s been taboo ever since.” 
I spin back around to Tobias. “You’re challenging Rick?” 
“I can beat him,” he mutters as he kicks off his shoes. 
“But if he doesn’t,” Amy says, “then Rick steals his Alpha position and Tobias has to stay in the tournament to win it back.”
I move myself in front of his eyes. “Tobias, you can’t do this.” He pulls his undershirt up and over his head. 
“It’s too late, Claire,” Amy says, her shaking eyes locked on Tobias. “He challenged Rick out loud with his Dame as witness. It’s already been done.” 
“Tobias!” I shout his name, hoping that he’ll look up at me, but he keeps his brow low. “You haven’t trained in months—” 
“I can beat him,” he says again.
“But what if you can’t?” 
“Claire…” He pauses and stares down at me. “I can handle him.” 
My entire body shakes with fear as I look him up and down. I’m struck by a crippling nostalgia. Tobias and his tight, black shorts. His tattooed skin is perfectly clear, free of red and purple bruises. But not for long. “Tobias…” I whisper. 
Amy grabs my arm. “We have to go, Claire,” she says. “They’re starting.” 
I hold back my tears and follow her out of the office. She leads me towards the arena, towards the screams and shouts of those inside, hungry for violence and carnage. 
They have no idea what’s coming, but then again, neither do I. 



Chapter 6
The Blood Duel
 
“Ladies and gentlemen…” Lillian says with her arms raises high above her head. “I have… the most delicious of surprises for you all tonight!” 
The crowd screams for her, heaving up and down with blind excitement. I stare at them from my spot near the door. Amy takes my hand and she looks at me with sympathy. The act worries me. She isn’t exactly the type to show physical affection of any kind.
Lillian grins. “One of St. Louis’ newest and most promising fighters has been challenged by the Alpha.” I close my eyes as the wild roar of the crowd pierces my eardrums. “You’re about to see Midwest Alpha history being made tonight. In the fifteen years I’ve run this tournament, I have never seen anything quite like this before.” She holds up her right hand and I cringe to watch Rick climb into the ring. I hear the ladies swoon for him and for a second, I don’t blame them. Rick has always been attractive, but as I look him up and down, I get a little more scared. He’s always been strong, but his body is far more tight and toned than it ever was. He’s trained for this.
“This is Rick…” Lillian introduces him, “and tonight, he will earn himself a name.” Applause erupts from the crowd and Lillian raises a finger to her lips to silence them all. “His challenger is a man whose name we all already know… Tobias the Untouchable!” 
The crowd screams, echoing over her words before the name even falls off her tongue. Tobias climbs into the ring and stands still as their voices dominate the room with his name. They point to his scars, swooning and nodding with great lust at his body. Even our own fighters from back home, Mike, Devlin, and Sam, stare up at the ring with wide eyes. 
I stand back as a familiar wave of nausea overwhelms me. “This is my fault…” I mutter. 
Amy squeezes my fingers a little tighter, but says nothing to argue with me. 
Lillian speaks again, her voice noticeably low. “I have not witnessed a blood duel in ten years,” she says to the two of them. “I’d be lying if I didn’t say I was positively excited.” She lingers in her place and almost hesitates to step out of the ring before finally doing so and pulling the metal whistle out from between her thick breasts. 
The moment feels long, frozen in time. Tobias stands in his corner, his eyes locked on Rick at the other side. As much as I hate it, I feel a surge of excitement. I look at Rick and his confidence scares me. Tobias rolls his fingers down to make thick fists and holds them in front of his face. Rick laughs at him, but does the same, mocking him as an exact mirror image. Even his shorts are black, just like Tobias’, almost as if it were all planned from the start. 
Lillian blows the whistle. 
Rick moves on his toes, inching closer to Tobias, but he doesn’t attack. He gets in close, close enough to easily touch Tobias, but he doesn’t make a move. He bounces back, only to inch in close once again. It’s obvious how much he’s trying to make Tobias break his form. He’s baiting Tobias, pushing him towards the edge with each twitch of his toes.
I realize I’ve stopped breathing. I take in a long inhale and choke on it as Tobias lashes out and hits Rick on the cheek with a hard blow. 
A wave of silence hits the crowd, but they roar back to life just as fast. 
Tobias the Untouchable never strikes first. 
Rick jumps backward, his high-pitched laughter on the air around them and celebrates his minor victory. I step forward and my hand slips out of Amy’s fingers. Anger swells inside of me and I silently urge Tobias to take him down. 
Tobias shoots forward, almost as if he could hear my plea, and rattles Rick’s body with a flurry of punches, striking him in the face, neck, and ribs — anywhere that offers him a sure hit and never in the same place twice. I watch him move. He still has his speed, but he’s not nearly as precise as he was before. 
Rick stumbles backward, but he continues laughing as he takes every one of Tobias’ hits. 
Then, he stops and grabs Tobias’ arm in mid-air and crushes forward with a hard head butt against Tobias’ nose. 
The crowd groans as Tobias falls back, but stays on his feet. He shakes his head, his vision blurred from the hit, and struggles to right himself in time to block Rick from hitting him. Rick aims for his ribs and rolls his fists along them fast, the brute smack of flesh against flesh echoing in my ears. 
Tobias keeps his hands up to protect his face, just like he always does. He pivots his hips to take the punches. I smile, finding comfort in the familiar style. He’ll take the abuse and wait until Rick gets tired. Rick will show a weakness and Tobias will strike quickly to take him out. I’ve seen him do it multiple times before. I bite my lip and wait as each punch to his side brings him a little closer to victory. 
Rick pauses and lowers his hands. I notice Tobias’ lips twitch behind his fists as he rounds to deliver a hard jab to Rick’s perfect jaw — but Rick dodges at the last possible second. 
“No—!” I scream with disappointment. 
He swings low to sweep Tobias’ legs out from under him, sending him down onto the mat. The back of Tobias’ head smacks against it and tears fall down my cheeks.
“Get up!” I shout, my voice getting lost in the outburst of the crowd. 
Tobias rolls to his knees, but Rick doesn’t let up. He kicks him hard in the ribs, slamming his bare foot against him over and over again to knock him back down and keep him there. 
I dart forward, my instincts driving me to intervene, but Amy grabs my arm again. “Claire—” 
“We have to stop him!” I beg. 
“We can’t,” she says, her own voice full of desperation. 
I turn back to the ring just in time to see Rick bend over and land a hard punch against Tobias’ jaw. He lays flat against the floor, still and unmoving, as Rick’s foot kicks him once again. 
“Why isn’t he tapping out?!” I cry. 
Amy holds onto me even tighter. “He can’t,” she says. “There’s only one way out of a blood duel.”
I can do nothing but watch. Amy urges me to look away, but I can’t bring myself to do it. Tobias is my lover, my friend, my Alpha. He’s taking this for me, to protect me. 
My heart breaks amid the vibrations of the ravenous audience, each one of them happy as clams they decided to make it out to the first tournament fight tonight. I doubt any of them expected something like this. I sure as hell didn’t.
Finally, Rick stops. His eyes turn up and he scans the room until he finds me. Sweat drips off his brow as he stares me down. He issues me a silent warning, one of promise and horror.
This is all your fault, Claire. Remember that.
Lillian takes a step into the ring, her tall legs towering over Tobias’ limp form. “Ladies and gentlemen,” she announces, her voice displaying a slight quiver. “Meet your new Alpha… Rick the Unbreakable!”
They all throw up their hands and Rick grins among the whistles and hollers of his new fans. He holds up his fists and I shudder. They’re covered in blood.
I break free of Amy’s grasp and quickly rush for the arena. “Tobias!” I shout his name and pull myself up to enter the metal cage. He doesn’t move, a silent lump of freshly bruised flesh on the floor. His face is red and pink, no longer perfect or untouched. I touch his face, but he doesn’t react to me. “Get up!” I scream at him.
“Claire—” I feel a pair of hands on my shoulders and they gently try to ease me away from him. I pull back, refusing to leave Tobias’ side until a strong grip finally forces me away. Amy holds me back as I watch a man in a black hooded sweater pull Tobias off the mat. I breathe a sigh of relief when I see his stunning green eyes open and moving, even if they are blood shot and cold. 
The man helps Tobias out of the ring. I turn to Rick and stare at him with shaking eyes. He regards me without emotion, not even an ounce of thoughtfulness crosses his stare. 
“Well, let’s not dawdle now!” Lillian announces, her attentions on her paying customers. “We have plenty more fights in store for you all tonight!” The crowd screams. “Let’s have one more round of applause for Rick the Unbreakable!” 
Amy pulls me off the stage, forcing me out in front of her to keep me moving while the man in black leads Tobias out of the room. We enter the back hallway and I cringe as I look at Tobias in the new lighting. His wounds stand out far worse under the white, fluorescent tubes. 
“Come on,” Amy gestures. “I don’t think Lillian will mind if we put him in her office.” 
“Tobias…” I push myself underneath his other arm. “Can you hear me?” 
“He’s all right, Claire…” The man’s voice turns suddenly familiar. I look up at him as he pulls his hood down with his other hand. Ryan grins back at me with perfectly white teeth. “If getting stabbed was just a scratch, then this was surely just a light BDSM spanking.” 
“Ryan!” Amy gasps, her cheeks turning a sudden shade of pink. “What are you doing here?” 
“Something I’ll probably regret later,” he says, “but that’s a normal Friday night for me.” He pauses in front of the office entrance. “Would you kindly open the door? He’s a lot heavier than he looks…” 
“Oh…” Amy steps forward and pushes the door open for us. 
Ryan and I carry Tobias inside, Ryan taking most, if not all, of his weight. We lean down and let him slip onto the large couch in the corner. 
“Wait!” Amy rushes out of the room, but quickly returns with a small stack of large towels from the locker room. “Lillian will not be happy if we get blood on this couch…” 
We push a few beneath Tobias to catch any blood falling from his wounds, of which there are many, mainly on his face. His lip is split open in two places, blood falls from his nose, and there’s a serious gash just above his right eye. His torso is riddled with bright red rashes, ones that will surely be purple and black by morning. 
“Tobias?” I say his name and he opens his eyes to look at me. 
“I’m okay,” he whispers, forcing a comforting look into his eyes.
I shake my head, easily seeing through it. “What the hell were you thinking?” 
He doesn’t answer and grabs a towel to start wiping the blood from his face.
“Ryan, thank you,” Amy says to him. “If you don’t mind giving us a little privacy…” 
“Right, Midwest Alpha business,” he says, taking a step back. “No problem.” 
“I’ll catch up with you later,” she smiles.
He gives a quick and happy nod before stepping out of the room. 
“I thought you were going to stay away from him, Amy,” Tobias says, his voice charged with warning.
“Oh, don’t you dare,” she seethes, her kind demeanor turning a harsh shade of red. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done tonight, Tobias?” 
“I did what I had to do—” 
“You had to forfeit your Alpha status?” she spits. “You had to invoke an old, abandoned practice? For what?” He says nothing, but he looks at me. Amy shakes her head. “Have you kept up with your training at all?” 
“No,” I answer for him. 
“Well, then you better hope that it’s like riding a fucking bike because you need to get back in shape fast.” 
Tobias sighs. “Amy—” 
She takes a short, but purposeful, step towards the couch. “Do you have any idea how humiliating this is? I brought you into the Alphas, Tobias. When you did well, it was a reflection on me as your Dame. Your failures are equally damaging to my reputation as they are to yours.” 
“Amy—” 
“Fix this, Tobias.”
“I will.” 
“And do it quickly, before this district loses what’s left of its reputation. I will not be a one-hit-wonder in this league. Do I make myself clear?” 
He holds his face up to her. “Yes, ma’am.” 
“Now…” She inhales a deep breath and her eyes turn soft on him. “Are you okay?” 
“Yes,” he answers. 
She looks at me. “Is he okay?” 
“He is. For now,” I say. “Can’t guarantee he will be once I’m through with him.” He silently glares at me. I refuse to look away from him, holding his eyes with a deadly stare. 
“I don’t care how you two work your shit out,” she says, holding up her hands, “just make sure he can fight next time.” 
“Fine.”
Amy spins around and throws the office door open before slamming it closed behind her without uttering another word. I stand up and pace around the room for several moments, attempting repeatedly to gather my thoughts, but everything feels like a constant blur. 
“Claire…” I hear him whisper my name, but I don’t want to look at him for very long. There’s only so many times I can force my tears down before they dominate my cheeks again. 
The office door opens again and a chill runs down my spine. 
“Well, if it isn’t the Dame…” Rick says as he closes the door behind him. He’s fully dressed now, clad in jeans and a sweatshirt. “And her Mutt.” 
My eyes fall to the desk and I spot a pair of scissors poking out of a cup on the edge. I grab them, my survival instincts driving my actions, and rush at Rick with them held high above my head. 
“Now, now,” Rick says as he snatches my wrist out of the air and holds me in place without even flexing his arm. “Let’s not overreact here…” He disarms me and tosses the scissors across the room. They land with a metallic rattle in the corner behind the desk. 
“What do you want, Rick?” I ask as tears spill down my lashes. 
“The same thing I always wanted, Claire,” he says as he releases my wrist. “You.”
“Claire, get away from him—” 
I turn to see Tobias standing on his feet, greatly favoring his right side. 
“Calm down, cuz’,” Rick says. “I’m not here to start another fight with you— although thanks for starting that last one. I hear being Alpha comes with lots of perks—” 
“What do you want?” Tobias growls. 
“Well, I already have your crown, Tobias. Now, I want your girl.” 
“You’re insane, Rick,” I bite. “I’m not a prize.” 
“No, you’re more than that to me. Always have been.” His eyes flick back to Tobias. “What do you say? I get further in the tournament than you do and you hand her over, fair and square.” 
Rage burns beneath my skin. “Get the hell out of here—” 
“Okay.” 
I turn around, my eyes falling on Tobias. “What?” 
“You beat me again,” he nods at Rick, “and I’ll give her to you.” 
I watch in stunned silence as they both reach out their bruised knuckles and shake hands like gentlemen. 



Chapter 7
The Longest Night
 
The tension in the room is almost too much for me to handle. I can’t even remember how long its been since Rick turned around and left the office with a smug smirk on his mouth. Tobias hasn’t said a word since he agreed to give me up to a man that beat me and ruined my life and quite frankly, I’m happy he hasn’t.
“Claire—” 
“Who the hell do you think you are?” I bite. 
Tobias stands up a little taller, fighting hard against the pain coursing through his wrecked body. “He won’t beat me again, Claire,” he says. 
“You said he wouldn’t beat you the first time, Tobias.” 
“It won’t happen again.” 
“And I am not your property,” I say. “You can’t just hand me over to whomever you fucking please.” 
“And I won’t.” 
“You sounded pretty darn willing just now!” 
He takes a short step closer to me. “Claire, calm down.” 
“Don’t you tell me to calm down,” I say. Tears attack my eyes again. I’ve honestly lost count of how many I’ve spilled this evening. “You fucked up, Tobias. This is not okay.” 
“This is what you wanted, Claire,” he says.
I narrow my eyes into harsh slits. “What I wanted?”
“You wanted me in the ring,” he says. “Admit it.”
I let my jaw hang as I try come up with the right words, but the stream of consciousness turns to mush between my ears. “That… is… so wrong.” 
“It’s okay,” he whispers. “I hold no delusions about you, Claire. I know you aren’t going to be happy with a factory worker on a farm for very long.”
“Where is this coming from, Tobias?” I ask. 
“Keen observation,” he answers. “From the very beginning, this was what you saw in me.” He gestures to the bruises traveling down his torso. 
I close my eyes. “Tobias… no—” 
“It’s fine, Claire.” He takes my hands in his. I stare down at them and I see the fresh, red marks splattered across his knuckles. It’s an odd, but comforting sight, and I hate myself for it. “If this is the man you want, then it’s the man I’ll be.” He rights himself a little more. I watch for the pain to strike his eyes, but the pain never quite surfaces. 
“You didn’t…” I mutter as it all comes together. “Tobias…” 
“It’s a win-win for both of us—” 
“You lost the blood duel on purpose?!”
“Keep your voice down,” he says, his tone firm and rock solid. His eyes bounce to the door and back at me. 
“Why would you do that?” 
“Lillian will give you credit for bringing me back,” he says. “Once word gets out that a new Alpha overthrew the last one, people from all over will come out to see what happens next. Again, Lillian will credit you for that.” 
“I don’t care about any of that, Tobias!”
He lays his red hands on my cheeks. “You become the Dame you’re destined to be and I’ll take back Alpha. That’s what you want, so that’s what I want.” 
I bite my lip to keep from screaming. I look into his bruised and beaten face, shaking my head. “You didn’t have to… he could have killed you, Tobias!” 
“He really couldn’t have,” he laughs. “I had it under control.” 
“If this is what control looks like, Tobias, then I’m terrified for what it’ll be like when all of this hits the fan!” 
“Claire…” 
“No.” I take a step back and his hands fall from my cheeks. “The next time you want to play make-believe, leave me out of it. Gamble with someone else’s life!” 
“He won’t beat me,” he says. 
“And what if he does?” I ask. “He’ll come for me and I’ll be obligated to go with him because it’s what you promised him.” 
“I won’t let that happen. Win or lose, I won’t let that happen, Claire.”
I turn towards the door. “I can’t do this right now—” 
He’s on me so fast, my feet nearly slip out from under me. He catches me in his arms with ease and holds me against his body, still coated with a layer of sweat and blood-splatter. “I did this for us,” he whispers. I turn away from him, but he stops me with a strong finger against my cheek. “Claire… I love you. I don’t know what I’d do if you woke up one day and didn’t love me back anymore.” 
I take a breath, letting his words sink in. “You should have asked me first,” I whisper. I jerk my body out of his grasp and throw the office door open with one quick flick of my wrist. I leave him behind in the office and listen to the pounding of the crowd growing louder in my ears with every step I take back to the arena. 
 
***
 
I cross my arms and lean against the door. Two fighters pound it out behind the cage in the center of the room, neither of whom I recognize. I count it as a blessing and move on. If I don’t know them, then I don’t have to worry about their faces getting smashed in, or worse. 
What the hell was Tobias thinking? Scratch that. I know exactly what he was thinking. I didn’t fall in love with him because of his scars. I don’t lust over his bruises and scratches. I take no comfort in lying awake at night, praying with each passing second that his internal bleeding isn’t so bad that he’ll fall into a coma and die because he refuses to seek help for his injuries. I didn’t fall in love with Tobias the Untouchable. He’s absolutely wrong about that. 
Right?
“Is Tobias okay?” 
I glance up to find the other freshman Dames flanked at both of my shoulders. “Yeah…” I answer through my teeth. “He’ll be just fine.” 
They both let out deep exhales of relief. The one to my left extends her hand to me. “I’m Lisa, from Jefferson City,” she says with a perky voice to match her bouncing, brunette pigtails.
“Claire,” I greet. As I reach out, I realize there’s a line of dried blood on my hand and pause. “Sorry…” I mutter, pulling my hand away.
She laughs. “That happens a lot around here! Don’t sweat it.”
The other girl chuckles and smiles at me with big teeth. “I’m Kimi from Springfield,” she announces. Her eyes quickly bounce back to the ring, where a fighter with dark tan skin falls to the mat and rolls away fast to avoid the other’s knee to their jaw. “Dammit, Lisa…” she seethes, showing sudden anger in her eyes. “Your boy is fierce.” 
“I told you!” Lisa chuckles. “My guys are going to destroy yours this season, just you watch.” She pauses and looks back at me. “Although, now that the Alpha is back in, I’m not so sure.” 
“He’s not the Alpha anymore,” Kimi points out. “We all just might have to bow down to the new one.” 
“You know him, right?” Lisa asks me. 
I nod. “He’s my stepbrother.” 
“No shit?” Kimi asks. “He’s not bad looking for a white boy…” She bats her big, brown eyes in his direction across the arena. He’s not glancing this way, of course, but that’s not about to stop the fantasy in her head. 
I stare at Rick while the other girls continue chatting away, placing their bets on who will win and who will lose tonight. I realize I should be doing the same, but I honestly don’t have the mental capacity for it right now. 
I thought Rick was out of my life for good, but somehow, he’s managed to weasel his way back inside. One thing is certain; he’s taking his place in the Midwest Alphas seriously. He’s larger and stronger than I’ve ever seen him. He’s trained for this, but it can’t be all because of the underground fame and glory the other fighters get involved for. I watch him as he stares up at the ring, his eyes locked on the intense fight in progress. Just like Tobias, he’s not here to socialize. He’s not here to take selfies with his adoring fans. He’s standing still with his arms crossed, obscuring the large, embroidered gym logo on his sweatshirt. He’s learning, taking in as much knowledge of his competition as possible in case he finds himself alone in the ring with them. 
“Claire…” 
Lisa and Kimi fall silent as Lillian’s deep tone carries above the call of the wild hoard. She stands above us with her thick-heeled boots and long legs, commanding the respect that she no doubt deserves. 
“Yes, ma’am?” I say, letting my crossed arms fall to my side. 
“I may have underestimated you,” she says, ignoring the other girls standing around me. 
“Why?” I ask. 
“You brought the Alpha back after all,” she winks. 
I waste no time in arguing against it. “I had nothing to do with that—” 
“You had everything to do with that,” she interrupts her eyes glazing me up and down. “Love is very powerful motivator. Don’t sell yourself short. I know I won’t anymore…”
She spins around and disappears into the crowd as quickly as she appeared. I hold back my anger. I’m not sure if I’m more upset at her for thinking so, or at Tobias for being correct in his assumption that she’ll give me credit for the whole damn thing.
“She talked to you…” Lisa says, practically star struck in Lillian’s presence. “You’re so lucky!” 
“Dammit!” Kimi calls out again, enraged by the fight unfolding. “My guy just tapped out!” 
Lisa cracks her knuckles. “Looks like that’s two wins tonight for Jefferson City and two losses for Springfield!” 
“It’s because of those damn Double Ex Kings…” Kimi growls. “They took all the good talent in Southern Missouri and left us scraps.” 
My eyes bounce around the crowd until they fall on the black hooded sweater in the far corner. I can see Ryan’s nose poking out from beneath the dark hood, along with the edges of his chin as it wags back and forth. I shift over to see he’s talking with Amy. She stares at him with soft eyes, obviously and undeniably infatuated with him.
Lillian climbs into the ring and holds up her hands to silence the crowd. “That’s a solid win for that barbaric little monster!” she announces, pointing to the man from Jefferson City. “I think that’s what I’ll call you. Keith the Barbarian. The sounds menacing, right?” Her audience laughs and she lets them scream for him before finally raising a long finger to her lips. “We’ve come to the final fight of the night, everybody!” They let out an adorable boo and Lillian plays with them by wiping away a fake tear off her pale, alabaster cheek. “This one brings us full circle, ladies and gentlemen. At the start of the night, our Alpha was dethroned and now… he must fight again to stay in the tournament.”
I push myself off the door and watch as Tobias climbs into the ring to stand next to her. His skin, deeply red and bruised under the bright lights, stands out more than ever. I wasn’t expecting this, although I’m not exactly surprised. Of course she’ll make Tobias fight again tonight. When Rick beat Tobias, he was safe from elimination until next week’s match.
Tobias was not. 
“Looks like your boy is taking on mine!” Lisa smirks with a quick tap on my shoulder. “Good luck. We’re undefeated so far tonight and you’ve already lost two of your boys.”
“Which ones?” I ask.
“Sam and Mike.” 
I curse under my breath. So much for choosing the best line-up of fighters. 
I grit my teeth and watch as Lillian invites the fighter from Jefferson City onto the stage. “Tobias…” she smiles. “You remember Burt the Brute?” 
Of course I remember Burt. The first night I saw Tobias fight, he fought against Burt the Brute. Burt went down fast, embarrassingly fast. Tobias also made an example of him in public when he confronted him about the bruises on Amy’s face. I’d imagine Burt believes he has a score to settle with Tobias Eastwood and it won’t matter to him at all that Tobias isn’t at his best.
Burt looks down Tobias’ body and a grin slowly spreads across his small, smushed face. His laughter rattles my bones. “You look handsome as ever, pretty boy…” I hear him shout across the ring. I roll my hands into white-knuckle fists, clenching them hard until I can no longer take the pain of my nails driving into my palms. 
Tobias doesn’t say a word in response and raises his own fists to cover his already broken face. My lips twitch at the sight of him. He may be out of practice, but he’s still as strong and mighty as he’s always been. I remember his advice to me; to never show your opponent your weakness. The second you do, they own you. If he’s suffering at all from the beating he took from Rick, he’s not showing it. 
Lillian brings her whistle to her lips. Her eyes dart between them for a long moment as she milks every drop of anticipation she can from it. At times, I wonder how she can find so much amusement in this, but then my eyes find Tobias again and I feel that guilty throb between my thighs. 
The whistle cuts through the air, somehow meeting my ears over the shrieking crowd. I can’t even tell at this point whose side they are on. The people love Tobias, but that adoration can turn on a dime. Last year, he was the underdog. Now, he’s the defending champion that’s lost once already tonight. I imagine a few of them would just love to see that happen again, if only for the novelty of it. I swallow a surge of saliva back down my dry throat and take several steps forward, inching as close as I can to the cage.
I pause as Tobias’ gaze turns in my direction. The last time he did this, he was nearly taken out. I’m a distraction to him, something to be blocked out or else suffer the full weight of the consequence. I fear this is a moment of weakness, a mistake that he will surely regret at the end of The Brute’s massive fist. But I realize, in the instant our eyes lock, that I am no longer Tobias the Untouchable’s weakness. 
I am his strength.
Burt rushes forward, driven by a powerful jab just begging to connect with Tobias’ chin. For once, I don’t even flinch. Neither does Tobias as he gracefully slides out of the way and lands a single, strong uppercut into Burt’s solar plexus. Burt tumbles to his knees, his lungs wheezing for air, but he rolls away from Tobias, refusing to lose to him again so quickly. 
Tobias waits, staying on his toes. His adoring fans rave and scream at him to beat the Brute while he’s down, but he doesn’t move. It’s not Tobias’ style. It’s what separates him from other, more bloodthirsty, men. He does not fight for glory or power or blood. He fights for what’s right. 
He fights for me.
Burt crawls off the floor, his little fingers pulling at the cage around the ring for balance, while Tobias lingers over him, patiently waiting like a vulture. 
Just as Burt finds his footing, his rage boils over and he lunges at Tobias again. His fists connect with Tobias’ purple ribs and I finally flinch as Tobias leans into every hit. It doesn’t last long, as he quickly grabs Burt’s shoulder and yanks him forward, jolting him off balance and connecting his knee against his face. 
Burt falls backward as blood rolls out of his broken nose. He shakes it off, the red mist splattering down his chin onto the mat below. Tobias falls back to his corner and raises his fists in front of his face, almost baiting Burt with his nonchalant movements. I can see the blood rage building in Burt’s eyes from all the way back here. He’s losing to Tobias, again, and to make the matter worse, he’s losing to a wounded man. 
Burt drops to his knees and throws up his hands. “Fuck it!” he shouts. He bends down and slaps his palm against the floor three times. 
The room falls deathly silent. Every eye in the room watches as Tobias steps forward and extends his hand out to Burt. 
There’s a long moment of hesitation, of regret, before Burt finally takes Tobias’ hand to help him back up. 
And just like that, the voices instantly rise up to chant his name. Screams of Tobias shake the walls with a heated vibrato, repeating over and over again as if he never lost his title in the first place. 
I glance down to find Rick staring up at Tobias from just outside the cage, his expression blank, leaving no hints of anger or amusement. He turns his back to the ring and quickly pushes his way through the bewildered crowd towards the exit. 
 
***
 
I lie awake, staring up at my dark ceiling. It’s strange how quickly your body can fall back into old habits. This insomnia. I haven’t felt it since the first few weeks I lived here. Part of me wants to grab a random book off of Mary’s shelf and retreat into the barn, for old time’s sake, but there’s a comfort to lying awake at three in the morning that I’ve long forgotten about. 
The world is quiet, almost dead. There’s no crowd to scream anyone’s name. There’s no sound of impact against toned flesh. I close my eyes and listen to the subtle creaks of the old house. This is the longest night I’ve experienced in ages. Strangely, even longer than the night I was arrested with Rick; the night that set this entire path of my life in motion.
After tonight’s match, Amy insisted on finding Tobias a ride home. He wanted to drive back home on his bike, and while he was probably capable of making the trip, there was no way in hell Amy was about to risk one of the most popular fighters in the whole tournament. She called on her new friend Ryan and his big, blue pick-up truck to drive us home — an idea that made Tobias rightfully furious. He eventually caved, but he made it very vocal that he’s not happy with a Double Ex King knowing where he lives. 
“Claire?” 
I bolt upright in the bed, the blissful silence suddenly broken by his voice. “Tobias…” I sigh. 
He slips into the room and gently closes the door behind him. The moonlight seeps into the room through the open curtains, illuminating his shirtless torso. The bruises turn a startling black in the moonlight and I force myself to look elsewhere. “Sorry if I scared you,” he says, gazing down at me from above the bed. 
“You didn’t…” I whisper, thinking of how thin the walls of this house are. We always have to be so quiet, so still, or else suffer Charlie’s unquestionable wrath. “What do you want?” I ask. 
He sighs, unsurprised by my tone. “I understand that you’re angry with me, Claire,” he says. “I should have told you what I was doing…” 
“And?” I urge. 
“And…” He nods. “I shouldn’t have offered you as a prize.”
“No, you shouldn’t have.” 
“You have every right to be angry with me, but…” he whispers. “Right now, I need my girlfriend.”
I pause. “You’ve never called me that before.” 
“It fits, I think,” he chuckles and winces from the pain it brings him. “Switch roles for an hour. You can resume being my pissed off, hard-ass Dame in the morning.” 
I bite my lips to hold back my smile. “An hour,” I say. “Two, tops.” I see his lips curl in the darkness. I pull my comforter down and offer half of my small bed to him. He slides inside, moving slowly to ease his wounded body down to me to rest against the headboard.
“Speaking of Dames…” he whispers. “What’d you think of the others?” 
“Scary,” I admit. 
“Why?” 
“I feel like I don’t fit in with them,” I say.
“So what?” he asks. “You’re not going to make a great Dame because you fit in, Claire. You’re going to make a great Dame because you stand out.”
“Well, my finesse is only going to get me so far, it seems.”
“When your finesse runs out,” he continues, “your experience will carry you the rest of the way. Just give it time.” 
“I guess.” I push in closer and bring my hand to his face. “Any ideas on how you’re going to explain this to Charlie?” I ask.
He lets my fingertips graze his cheeks, hovering barely a centimeter above the fresh, dark scabs. “I don’t think factory equipment is going to work this time—Ow—!”
I wince as my finger accidentally presses against his bruised eyelid. “Sorry—!” 
He grabs my hand away from his face and brings my fingers to his lips for safekeeping. “I love you, Claire,” he says, his comforting breath warming my chilled fingers. “Alpha Dame or not, you’re always going to be my girl.” 
“I love you, too, Tobias,” I whisper back. I push forward, but quickly think the better of it. I want to kiss him so badly, but doing so would probably bring him great physical pain. 
As if reading my mind, he leans down to brush his lips against mine. He purses them slightly, but keeps them soft and pliable. I feel the rush of adrenaline tremble his nerves, an after effect of a night of violence. “If I could make love to you right now, I would,” he tells me, his voice so light on the air, I almost don’t even hear it. 
My fingers fall down his body, softly caressing the thick muscles beneath his skin. He shudders against my touch, wincing slightly as his muscles involuntarily flex. “Let me take care of you tonight,” I whisper as my hand fishes beneath the elastic band of his sweat pants. He’s already hard, throbbing for me as I wrap my nimble fingers around the thick, familiar shaft. 
Tobias sighs as I stroke him, his pulse increasing with each slow glide of my fist. I listen for his body language, feeling his pleasure overwhelm his pain. A bead of precum touches my finger and I lick my lips, imagining his taste on my tongue. I shift down slowly, aligning myself with him and pulling his manhood free of his pants. He lays a hand on the back of my head, burrowing his fingers into my brown hair as I push his tip between my lips. I gently lave the underside of his thick crown with my tongue, forcing his hips to buck and his thighs to quiver beneath me. I plan to take it slow, to consider his body’s threshold for pain, but his fingers wrap tightly around my hair to urge me to suck him faster. 
I bob my head back and forth, letting his sweet nectar drip along the length of my tongue. I moan for him, forgetting and not caring about the noise it makes. I suck him harder, feeling the hollow of my cheeks tighten around him as I go. He groans above me, his body muscles twitching, but he doesn’t make me stop. I coax the pleasure through him, maintaining my pull as my tongue tickles and licks at him. He swells even more between my lips, his piercing desire overwhelming every urge he may have to stop and slow down. 
His thick spurt targets the back of my throat, filling the cavity with multiple streams of warm liquid. It spills across my tongue and I moan once more, his taste enticing my buds with his perfect flavor before I send it back. His grip on my hair loosens as his trembling muscles relax down and his shaft returns to normal in my mouth. 
“Claire…” he whispers my name between long breaths. I sit back and he pushes my hair away from my sweat-covered forehead. “Come here.”
I lean in closer and he cups my warm cheeks tightly before planting a sweet kiss on my raw lips. I quiver against him and feel my own painful erotic energy surging throughout my body. I ignore it and stare back into his eyes. “Are you okay?” I ask, thinking of the bruised muscles of his working abs. 
He doesn’t answer me and breathes out a soft chuckle before holding me against him, happiness bleeding from every nerve ending of his body. 
We lie down together and I listen to the fast beating of his heart before slowly drifting off to sleep. 



Chapter 8
Show Some Respect
 
Luckily, Charlie usually lets me sleep in as much as I want on Saturdays or else he probably would have walked in at the crack of dawn to find his son half-naked in my bed. 
I wake up around nine, the memories of the previous night a distant blur in my mind. As the vision becomes clearer, I feel worse and worse. Tobias challenged Rick. And he lost. But not really. But if he does lose again, he agreed to return me to the man I swore I’d never go back to. I am not happy about that last part, but I’ll be the good girl and let Tobias recuperate a little before bringing up that argument again. 
But it won’t stop me from trying to solve this little problem myself first. 
“What are you doing today?” I say into my phone. I pace around my room alone after sneaking Tobias back into his own bed. I told him to stay there and spend the entire day resting up. No training. No push-ups on his bedroom floor. Sleep and nothing but sleep.
“I have to work a double at the store,” Amy snarls. I hear her moving back and forth, her feet tapping along the hard wood floor of her old apartment. “Not my favorite Saturday activity, but such is life…” 
I bite my lip, disappointed at the sudden monkey wrench in my plan. “Damn…”
“Why, what’s up?” she asks. 
“I need to borrow your car.” 
“Umm… no.” 
“Please.” 
“Why?” 
I step to my bedroom door and pull it open slightly to make sure there’s no one listening from the hallway. There isn’t, of course, but my paranoia hasn’t exactly steered me wrong lately. I close it tight and lower my voice. “I need to go back to St. Louis.”
“Why do you need my car for that?” she asks again. “Can’t you and Toby take his bike?” 
“I need to talk to Rick.” 
There’s a long silence. Even her feet, easily audible on the floor just a few seconds ago, have come to a sudden halt. “Please tell me you have a good reason for this.” 
“Last night, Tobias did something really stupid after his fight with Rick.”
“You mean, worse than the fight itself?” she jokes. 
“Kind of. Maybe. Basically, whoever wins the tournament gets the girl.” 
“Beg pardon?” she spits. “You can’t be serious.”
“I think I can talk some sense into Rick about it but I don’t want to do it over the phone,” I say. “And I don’t want Tobias involved.”
“I can see why,” she mutters. “Give me a few minutes. I’ll come pick you up. You can take my car while I’m at work.” 
“Thank you, Amy.” 
“Just don’t crash it. He’s my baby.” 
I hang up, happy that convincing her took less effort than I initially feared it would. Going in person to talk to Rick is a horrible idea, this much I know, but I can’t shake the idea from my head. Tobias is out for the day. Charlie is used to me and Amy spending our Saturdays together nowadays, so I can count on him not asking too many questions about my whereabouts. It’s now or never and I won’t be able to sit still until it’s all over with. 
I crack open Tobias’ door and peak inside the dark room. I see him, lying there in his bed, his chest rising and falling with the rhythm of his breath. He lost the fight on purpose, but I can’t help but wonder how much of that is true. Tobias is a wonderful fighter, but he’s out of practice. Rick has been training, building himself up into a machine. He couldn’t beat Tobias last year when he attacked him in the barn, but he might be able to beat him now. Tobias seems confident that he can’t, but… 
I’m honestly not sure.
 
***
 
“Do you even know where he is?” Amy asks as we speed down the highway towards town. 
“I called my mother,” I answer. “She said he’s been living on people’s couches since he moved, but last night, I noticed Rick was wearing a sweatshirt with an embroidered logo on it — looked like a curved dumbbell.” 
“Right…” She nods, her eyes straying from the road for a brief moment. 
“I ran a search for local gyms in St. Louis and came up with one that had that logo.” I hold up my phone and flash the online map of the area. “I figured I’d start there and ask around.” 
“That’s on the east side, Claire,” she warns, moving her eyes back to the road. “Not the best place for a girl like you to be wandering around alone.” 
“Well, if you don’t hear from me for a while, send help. Just don’t tell Tobias.” 
She bites her lip. “You sure about this?”
“Not really,” I admit. “But I just… I just have to do this.”
“Call me if you get into any trouble,” she says. “If you need something more immediate, call Lillian. I’ll let her know you’re in the area.”
“Thank you,” I tell her again. 
A few minutes later, we reach the grocery store and Amy passes the car keys off to me. “Remember,” she says, pointing her finger at me. “Don’t crash him.” 
“I won’t,” I assure her. “See you later.” A rush of butterflies attacks my insides as the rumbling engine purrs with life and the seat vibrates beneath me. 
 
***
 
As I drive through the streets of East St. Louis, I regret more and more that I came alone. I also probably should not have brought Amy’s pristine sports car with me, as I’m certain I made a target for myself for that alone. I catch multiple locals eying the vehicle at stop lights, but I try to ignore the fear raging throughout my body and focus on the task at hand. 
I came here to find Rick and beg him to drop his bet with Tobias. It’s a long shot, but I still feel like, even after everything that’s happened, that he and I still share a connection. If I can find a way to appeal to that sense, to that feeling of affection he still has for me, maybe I can get him to change his mind… and let me be happy… with his cousin. 
I said it was a long shot. 
I find the gym — a decrepit hole-in-the-wall place called The Bulging Bicep — and park near the front of the lot. A quick look around tells me there’s more abandoned buildings than operational ones and I wonder how a place like this manages to stay in business.
The inside is far nicer and well-kept than the outside with new equipment lining the walls and forty-inch television sets hanging from every corner, each one displaying a different sporting event from around the globe. The first pair of eyes fall on me, his nose curling out of shape as he looks me up and down, no doubt curious as to what the hell a girl like me is even doing here. I take a deep breath and take a play from Amy’s hand. I square my shoulders and look forward, ignoring their gazes as I walk deeper into the lion’s den.
I find the boxing ring in the back, following the shouting voices and laughter. It’s surrounded by men, almost two dozen of them that paused their workouts to watch the intense boxing match in progress. I look up and feel no surprise to see Rick sparing bare-handed with another fighter. His eyes are forward, dark and determined, as the other fighter darts forward with a flurry of jabs. He dodges them easily, beads of sweat falling off his pecks to the ground, as he swiftly slides down and sweeps the man’s legs out from under him. 
The other man falls and his head slams to the mat, much to the approval of the shouting bystanders. Rick waits for him to climb to his knees before striking him again with a snappy kick to the jaw. The crowd winces as a stream of blood falls from a broken tooth. Rick draws back his fist, preparing to strike the man again. I step forward, pushing through the curtain of moist shoulders.
“Rick!” I shout his name and somehow, it carries to his ears over the fierce voices of all the others. 
He pauses and turns to look at me from the ring. A smile tugs at his lips. “Hey, Claire…” He wipes a drip of sweat off his brow before it invades his eyes. 
“I need to talk to you,” I say. 
All eyes fall to me. I hold onto my confident body language like my life depended on it, ignoring the nervous chill creepy up my spine as I find myself the center of attention. 
A large man with glistening tan skin strides up to me, his eyes tingling with satisfaction as he towers above my petite height. “The Alpha is busy, lady,” he snips, looking me up and down before scoffing loudly. “Why don’t you turn that tight, white ass around and get the fuck out—”
“John!” Rick shouts at him. “She’s a Dame. Show some respect.” 
I can’t hide the surprise from my cheeks, but I catch my jaw from sagging longer than a second. I look up at Rick and he nods back at me. 
“I’m sorry, ma’am,” John says. He loosens his tense pose and takes a long step back. “I didn’t realize.” He lingers on me, expecting a reply of forgiveness, but I say nothing and stare him down until he walks further away from me. 
Rick’s eyes show great amusement as he climbs down off the ring to meet me. He looks over my shoulder and his blue eyes scan the gym as the testosterone army around us disperses. “Where’s your escort?” he asks. 
“He’s not here,” I say. “I came alone.” 
“I was hoping you’d say that.” He pushes his moist black hair off his forehead and grins.
“I just came to talk, Rick,” I say with steady voice. 
He nods. “Yeah, I can tell. You’ve got your no-bullshit face on.”
I smile, though not voluntarily. “Can we go somewhere more private?” 
“Sure,” he says. “Follow me.” 
He leads me into the back of the gym and down a thick-aired hallway until we reach the doors to the locker rooms. Rick pushes open the door to the ladies’ room and gestures me inside. 
“Don’t get a lot of women in here?” I ask. My voice echoes off the walls, hitting nothing but the pink-colored lockers and good-as-new benches bolted to the floor. 
“We do not,” he chuckles. 
“Not surprised,” I say. I cross my arms and stare at him in the fluorescent lighting. It reveals the sharp angles of his face and I suddenly remember why I was so infatuated with him back then. He looks straight out of 1940’s detective story, complete with thin cheeks and a strong jaw. Definitely a swooner. 
“So, what’s on your mind, Claire?” he asks. He leans back against the pink lockers behind him and waits for my answer. 
I spent the drive up here debating what to say and how to say it. There’s the flirtatious way, or the harsh way, or even the emotionally manipulative way. I clear my throat and quickly decide that the professional way is probably the best option. “Rick, I drove up here to ask you politely, in person, to please call this off.” 
“Call what off?” he asks. 
“You know what — the side bet you have with Tobias.”
He takes a deep breath to draw out his response. “No.”
“Please, Rick.” 
“I can’t, Claire.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because I want you back.” 
I shake my head. “Even if you win, I’m not just going to magically fall into your arms, Rick.” 
“I know that.”
I sigh. “Then why bother with this? Just call it off.” 
“Honestly, I threw it out there as a joke,” he says. 
“A joke?” 
“Yeah,” he nods. “I never thought he’d agree to it, but when he did, I knew I definitely had to do everything I could to get you away from him.” 
I blink. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
“He’s dangerous,” he says. 
“Funny, I thought the same thing about you while you were beating him in front of two hundred people, Rick.” 
“I didn’t know he was going to challenge me like that,” he says. “I didn’t even know blood duels were a thing until Lillian told me that he challenged me.”
“So, you thought you’d take the opportunity to try and break as many of his ribs as possible?” 
“He would have done the same to me and you know it. He jumped at the chance to use you as a bargaining chip,” he argues. “Tobias doesn’t respect you, Claire.”
A laugh attacks my throat. “And what? You do?”
“I deserve that,” he says. “I haven’t exactly been kind to you and I’m sorry.” 
I stand still, frozen in the stiff and warm atmosphere of the locker room. “What the hell did you just say to me?” I mutter with icy breath. 
He pushes off the lockers to stand up taller. “I know there’s nothing I can say to encourage any form of forgiveness out of you—”
“Don’t you dare, Rick—” 
“But I want you to know that I am sorry. For everything.” 
“You’re… sorry?” I parrot back. I can feel the tears invading my eyes, but the anger in me keeps them from touching air.
“You can hate me as much as you want, and hell, I flat out encourage it, but Claire…” He takes a single step closer to me. “Tobias is bad for you.”
“Tobias protects me.”
“He controls you.” 
“You’re wrong.” 
“Fine,” he says. “I sincerely hope I am. But what do you think he’ll say or do when he finds out you came all the way out here alone to talk to me?” 
I press my lips together. “You’re wrong…” I repeat. “He’s a better man than you’ll ever be.” 
Rick stares down at me with warm eyes and I look to the floor. His eyes — stark and beautifully blue — are the direct source of months of emotional manipulation. Every time I’d say no to some party or night out together, he’d flash them at me and my entire body would turn to rubber. I can feel it now, that gelatin sensation, creeping up into my knees. “He’s dangerous, Claire. The Midwest Alphas are dangerous. You should get away from all of this while you still can—”
“I have to go,” I whisper. “I can’t listen to this—” I step away from him and reach out to grip the door knob. 
“Remember what I said, Claire.” 
His echoing voice vibrates my spine as I step out of the locker room. I can feel their eyes on me as I charge through the gym, each and every one of them deciding for themselves what happened between Rick and I in the abandoned ladies’ locker room. I don’t have the energy to care about that though. 
This buzz, it’s all too familiar. I look back on it and cringe, remnants of an old life of a rebellious teen. I was a quiet girl, my true nature left buried until one day, I met my wicked stepbrother and he lulled me out of my cocoon, pumping me full of whatever he could talk me into. I’m not proud of it and I sure as hell have no desire whatsoever to repeat it. 
But his words. Something about them felt so real. 
I step outside and a sharp breeze brushes my hair against my face. I push it back and zip up my jacket before scanning the parking lot for Amy’s car, desperate to get as far away from this place as possible. 
“Claire.”
My blood runs cold. Instinct tells me to ignore him. Maybe he’ll go away if I just ignore him, like some ghastly apparition, but life doesn’t work that way. I prepared myself for Rick. I was ready to confront him by the time I set foot in that gym. 
But Pike the Punisher?
I don’t think I’ll ever be ready for this. 
I look up and my knees shake in fear. His shaggy hair is gone, buzzed off so short you can see the scars of previous fights on his scalp. His thick arms are lost behind a black leather jacket, but I can tell how massive they’ve become in almost the year since the tournament. I remember him being smaller. Now, he stands over me like a giant, hell-bent on making me his dinner. “Pike…” I squeak. 
He stares down at me, his eyes narrow and cold. “What are you doing in my gym?” he asks. 
“Your gym?” I ask. 
“Yeah, this is my gym,” he says. “I own it.”
“I was just…” I lose my voice, my tongue gripped by confusion. I glance over my shoulder at the gym entrance.
“It’s not exactly an official rule, but I don’t allow Alpha Dames in my gym,” he growls. “They tend to cause… problems.” 
I step back once, cowering from his shadow, as it all falls into place. “You’re training Rick to fight in the tournament, aren’t you?”
Pike grins. “You’re much sharper than I thought you were,” he says. “Yes. If I can’t fight for the Alphas, then I’ll send a fighter in my place.” 
“Why?” 
He doesn’t answer. Instead, he looks me up and down with amusement. “You’ve been working out,” he notes. “You look good.” 
“Why, Pike?” 
“With all due respect to you as a Dame, Claire…” he says, glancing around the lot. “I don’t owe you a damn thing.” He stares back at me before spinning around towards the entrance. “Stay the hell out of my gym.” 
I watch him leave and another brisk wind strikes me cold. 



Chapter 9
A Bit Of Deja Vu
 
I want nothing more than to drive home and forget this day ever happened, but I can’t leave St. Louis without alerting Lillian to what I just saw. Pike is training Rick. I’m not one hundred percent sure on the rules involved here, as the Midwest Alphas don’t exactly have a manual to make reference to, but I’m sure there’s a rule against blacklisted fighters causing trouble from the outside. Hopefully, it’s enough to reconsider her stance on booting Rick out of the tournament. I failed in reasoning with Rick directly. Maybe I can still get him disqualified in another way. 
Amy told me that I could find Lillian at the club if I needed her help. As I step inside, I blink twice as the unexpected bright lights kill my senses. The dance floor is completely deserted, the lights set to full blast. There’s no music either, leaving the room in a state of eerie calmness. It’s like walking into a movie theater auditorium when the lights are still up; it’s jarring enough to make you pause to remember where you are. 
“Lillian?” I call out. My voice echoes off the walls and I catch movement out of the corner of my eye. 
A full head of neon red hair pops up from behind the bar in the corner. She squints her eyes in confusion until recognition finally crosses her face. “Oh, hello, Claire,” she says with a quick nod. 
“Hello, ma’am,” I address her, keeping my tone respectful. “I’m sorry for barging in like this…” 
“Amy told me you might stop by,” she says, her eyes wandering around the counter in front of her. She bends down and grabs a box of full whiskey bottles off the floor. “She didn’t say why, but I imagine it’s interesting.”
“Sort of,” I nod. “I, uh— came to talk to Rick and in doing so, I stumbled upon something I thought you should know.” 
“I’m listening,” she says, as she stacks the whiskey bottles on the shelf behind her. 
“Pike is training Rick to fight in the tournament.” I pause, waiting for a reaction from her.
“Uh-huh,” she mutters, her eyes barely glancing at me. “Is that all?” 
It’s definitely not the reaction I was expecting. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but you seem a little unfazed by this. Pike tried to kill Tobias.”
“I know,” she says. “That problem has already been dealt with.” 
“And what about this new problem?” I ask. 
“There is no new problem, Claire,” she says. “There’s no rule against banned fighters earning a decent living.”
I take another step closer to the bar. “You already knew about this, didn’t you?” 
“Yes, I did.”
“Lillian, Rick approached Pike last year and asked him to stab Tobias in the ring—” 
“Claire—” She looks up at me with steady eyes. “Let this go.” 
“Excuse me?” 
“I don’t have time to deal with your little love triangle right now,” she says. “Rick is a promising fighter and as far as I’m concerned, he’s broken no rules of ethics or Alpha Law.”
“This isn’t about some tournament,” I argue. “This is my life.” 
“This tournament is my life, Claire. It’s my livelihood, my passion, and my family — a family I so graciously invited you into and I don’t appreciate you walking into my place of business and telling me how to run my life.” 
“I’m not telling you how to run your life. I’m just sharing information. Facts that I thought you’d appreciate knowing.” 
Lillian pauses, her eyes shifting softer. “Claire, I make it a personal rule not to get romantically involved with my fighters,” she says. “It makes things… complicated. I don’t bother setting the rule for the other Dames, because it’s not my business what you all do on your own time — until it starts affecting my tournament. Then, I start to get a little testy.” 
“Are you telling us to break up?” I ask. 
“I’m telling you to not let it cloud your judgment. This situation is not your fault, but how it’s handled is completely on your shoulders.” She takes a deep breath. “Claire, I know what it’s like to be between two powerful men. You have to pick loyalties and the quicker you do, the better off everyone will be.”
“I already have.” 
“Have you?” 
“If you knew what Rick did to me, you wouldn’t ask that question.” 
Lillian raises an eyebrow. “You certainly are more interesting than you appear…” 
I take a quick step closer to her. “Look, I don’t care what you think of me, Lillian, but I know that there is something else going on here and I guarantee you that Rick does not have your best interests at heart. I’m trying to help you before it’s too late.”
Lillian props her elbows down onto the counter and leans forward with a pensive smirk on her lips. “I appreciate your concern, Claire. While it is a bit intrusive, it is not entirely unwelcome.” She pushes off the counter and travels the length of the bar, gesturing me to follow her with a head nod. “I expect my Dames to be my eyes and ears in places I cannot be, but the trust involved in that act is to be earned.”
“So, you don’t trust me,” I say. “That’s fine. Doesn’t make what I’m telling you any less true.”
“Like many things, Claire,” she smiles, “this is not about you.”
I stare at her with a furrowed brow. “I don’t follow.”
“I sincerely hope, for both our sakes, that you never do.” She grabs an extra box of whiskey bottles off the edge of the counter. They shake back in forth in the box, clanging against each other. “I have work to do. You can see yourself out.” Her heels echo through the air as she walks towards the back room.
 
***
 
I reach into my pocket as I step into the house. After the long day I’ve had, I don’t feel like talking to anyone, but my fingers slip around my phone. Instinct drives me, like a crying child, as I find my mother’s contact and dial her number. 
The phone rings repeatedly as I pass through the living room to the kitchen. I see Charlie sitting at the table and nod my head at him in greeting. 
“Hello?”
I sigh, finally hearing her voice. “Hey, Mom.”
“Hey, honey.” 
I pause, a dark feeling striking my nerves. “Mom, what’s wrong?” 
She sniffs. “Nothing is wrong. Everything is fine.”
“Have you been crying?” 
“No, it’s just some allergies. You know what the summer air is like for me—” 
“Mom—” I look over at Charlie and he’s staring back at me over his newspaper. I walk out of the room, keeping my voice low. “If there’s something you need to tell me, but you can’t, make a noise or something—” 
“Claire, for heaven’s sake, I have allergies.”
“Mom, please.” 
“Is there something you needed?” 
I slide down to sit on the stairwell. “I just… wanted to hear your voice today.” 
“Bad day?” she asks. 
“You could say that.”
I hear a mumble on the other end, a deep voice in the background behind her. “I’d love to hear about it, honey,” my mother says, “but I’m a little busy. Can I call you back?” 
I close my eyes, trying to picture what’s going on over there. My mother’s voice — it keeps getting worse with each phone call. It grows weaker and darker, like a lighthouse drifting away on the horizon. Soon, it’ll be gone forever. “Mom, do you need help?” I ask. 
“Claire—” 
“Mom, you got me out,” I tell her, tears challenging my eyelids. “You saw that he was hurting me and you got me out.” My entire body shakes. “I can’t sit here and watch the same thing happen to you.” 
“I have to go, Claire.” 
“Please, Mom—” 
The line goes dead. I grit my teeth in anger, holding back every urge I have to throw the phone across the room. 
“Everything all right in there?” Charlie’s voice drifts in from the kitchen. 
“Yeah, Charlie,” I answer. 
“You sure?” 
I push myself off the stairs and wander back into the kitchen. “Yeah,” I answer. I pull open the refrigerator and grab a cold bottle of water. 
“Going back out?” he asks. 
“No.” 
“Need to punch something for a while?” 
“Yes.” 
“Okay, have fun.” 
I stare down at him and a smile crosses my face. 
 
***
 
My knuckles sting, but I don’t stop punching. 
There’s something going on, something Lillian seems aware of, but for whatever reason, isn’t sharing. She knew Pike was training Rick. She’s probably known since he moved to St. Louis. A woman as well-connected as Lillian Tombs no doubt knows everything that goes on in her city. She said Rick mentioned me and our “taboo affair,” which means she knew her new prized tournament fighter was my stepbrother the moment she met me. She made that connection from the start. She knew there was friction between us, friction that could lead to Tobias intervening and reentering the tournament. 
Or maybe it’s all just coincidence and I’m over-thinking the entire thing. 
“Slow down, Claire…” 
I pause, my wrists falling to my side like rocks. My lungs burn, begging for me to take a break. I turn around to see Tobias standing in the barn doorway. “Hey,” I say, heaving for air. He steps inside in jeans and a tight, white shirt, looking far better than he did last night. “You seem rested,” I note, brushing my sweat-coated hair away from my face.
“Been up an hour,” he chuckles. “Just in time to watch the sun go down.”
The orange rays bleed through the open windows, casting the last bit of today’s sunshine along his stunning face. “Feeling okay?” I ask. 
He nods, looking me up and down. “What about you?” he asks. “You’re hitting pretty hard.” 
I glance down at my pink knuckles. “I’m fine.” I turn back to the bag and ready myself back into a fighting position. My muscles go tense in preparation to throw more punches, but Tobias slides into sight from behind me. 
He settles behind the bag and holds it steady with both hands. “Where have you been today?” he asks me. 
I jab softly, watching his expression as the bag rocks against his chest. “Keeping busy,” I answer. 
“Dad told me you went out with Amy…” he says slowly. 
“Yeah…” I say, avoiding his eyes as I throw a few cross punches. “Did he ask about your face?” 
“Told him I rolled my bike…” he mutters.
“Did he believe you?”
“Maybe.” His eyes stay locked on me. “Amy told me yesterday that she would be working at the store all day today.” 
I freeze my position. “Tobias…” 
“Where did you go, Claire?” he ask again.
Hesitation catches my breath. Rick’s words of warning repeat in my head, asking me what Tobias would do if he found out where I was, but I push them aside in favor of trusting my original instinct. Tobias is the better man. “I went to St. Louis,” I answer, dropping my wrists to my sides.
I see the anger in his eyes already, but he manages to keep a steady tone on his voice. “Why did you go there alone?” he asks. 
“Because I thought I could fix this myself.” I turn away from him and walk over to lean against the ladder to the loft. 
Tobias stays near the punching bag, his fingers still digging into it. “Tell me what happened.” 
I swallow to wet my drying throat. “I asked Rick to call off the bet, but he refused. He said he wanted me back.”
“Why did you do that?” he asks me, the words seething through his clenched teeth. 
“Because this is my fault, Tobias,” I answer. 
“No, it’s not—” 
“Yes, it is! When are people going to stop saying that this isn’t my fault? Because it clearly is!”
“Claire—” 
“I let him into my life. I told him I’d go back to him. I got involved with you and turned my back on him. This is all my fault.” I pause to catch my breath. “I thought I could reason with him.”
“Reason with him?” he repeats, pushing the bag away as he steps around it to get to me. “You could have been hurt today, Claire. Or worse.”
“I know.”
“Never go anywhere like that ever again.”
I pause. “Now you’re issuing me orders?”
He lays a hand on my arm, his grip tightening more with each second. “This isn’t a game, Claire.”
“I’m not playing, Tobias.”
“Tell me you won’t do something like that again.” 
“Let go of me.” 
He releases me, but keeps close. “Please, Claire.” 
I shake my head. “I had to go alone. He wouldn’t have spoken to me otherwise.” 
“What did he say?” 
“It’s not what he said that we should be worried about…” 
“What do you mean?” 
I take a step back. “Pike was there.” 
His eyes flinch at the mention of his name. “He’s training Rick,” he says suddenly. “Isn’t he?” 
“Yeah,” I say, my brow creasing. “How did you know?” 
He turns away, his eyes studying the barn walls. “Felt a bit of deja vu during the fight last night,” he explains. “Thought it was just my imagination but… it seemed like he knew what punches I’d throw, even before I did.” 
“Rick was studying your moves pretty closely,” I note. “I saw him during your fight with Burt.”
He bites his lip and looks down, his brow casting a dark shadow over his green eyes. “Pike’s not just training Rick to fight in the tournament, Claire,” he says. “He’s training him to fight me.”
“Why?” I ask, more confused than before. “They never could have known you’d challenge Rick to a blood duel, let alone that you’d be there at all in the first place… Right?” 
“This is bad, Claire. There’s something else going on,” he muses. “Something beyond us.” 
“Like what?” 
He shakes his head. “I have no idea.” He finally raises his eyes to look at me. “We should keep it between us until we know more. Tell no one. Not even Amy. Have you mentioned any of this to her?”
“No.”
“What about Lillian?” 
“I went straight to her after I found out about Pike,” I say, “but she already knew about it. It was like she didn’t care.” 
“Pike and Lillian go back pretty far,” he says. “It’s possible she’s letting that history get in the way, but…” He chews on his lip, frustration pausing his breath. “I don’t know.” 
“What do we do?” I ask. 
He inhales deep. “We train,” he answers. “I keep fighting. You keep your eyes open. We trust no one but each other.” 
“Seems a little drastic, don’t you think?” I chuckle nervously. 
“It might be, but I’d rather be safe. This could all be nothing, but with what we know now and the fact that the Double Ex Kings are suddenly popping up everywhere, I don’t think we can afford to trust anyone else.”
I hold my breath, but that only illuminates the shaking in my limbs. “Okay…” 
“And please,” he whispers, “don’t go somewhere alone with him again.” 
“I won’t,” I reply. “I promise.” 
“He’s already shown he won’t hurt you, for now — but I’m not willing to place any bets on that.” 
“Me neither.” I look up at his concerned eyes. “I’m sorry I went.” 
“Don’t be,” he smiles. “As reckless as you are, it’s rarely ever for nothing.”
“I guess.”
He wraps his arms around me and holds me close. “I love you. That’s never going to change, Claire.”
My body absorbs his warmth, leaving me with a pleasant smile, but I imagine it will be short lived. I thought all of this was because of my mistakes. Oddly, I was okay with that. It meant I could take charge of it and hopefully control the outcome. Having the responsibility to fix it gave me a sense of purpose and power. If there really is something else happening here, something beyond “our little love triangle” as Lillian said, then all my effort will be for naught. 
I fall even deeper into Tobias’ embrace; possibly the only safe place I have left. 



Chapter 10
Let It Bleed
 
We train. Tobias fights. I keep my eyes open. We trust no one but each other. 
A life of espionage may seem intriguing and fun in the movies, but I’ve come to reject any delusions I may have had on the subject. Lying to Charlie is one thing, but now, I’m lying to Amy, Lillian, even myself at times about what I know. The last few weeks have been a haze of near slip-ups, each one triggering my guilty conscience. I’ve bitten my tongue so many times, I’ve left marks along my taste buds. 
But as Tobias said, it’s necessary. 
I let my eyes wander the abandoned school basement. I stand by the door with the glass jar in my hands, taking cash from the giant crowd that’s formed, as Amy’s eyes grow wider and wider. “This turnout is nuts,” she says. 
“I guess word got around about Tobias being back in the tournament,” I say.
“You know what?” she says, nodding with satisfaction. “That’s exactly what this is…” A grin touches her lips. “All these people have come out here to see my boy…” 
“Your boy?” 
“It’s my district, Claire,” she teases. “Inside the ring, Toby is mine. You can have him everywhere else.” 
“Fair enough,” I chuckle. 
My smile fades as the door opens and Rick steps inside. He’s alone, not surrounded by adoring fans as many other fighters are at this stage of the tournament. He’s firm and focused, ready for a fight.
I like to imagine I look the same way, but I highly doubt it.
“Rick,” Amy greets him with a smile, the same smile she shoots at everyone else. “Gotta love a man who’s punctual.”
He says nothing and he steps around her, his eyes shifting towards to me. “Can we talk in the back?” he asks. 
“Why?” I ask, genuine curiosity lingering at the edge of my mind.
“Just…” He sighs. “Please. It’s a family matter.” 
I pause, taken back by the intensity of his stare. Amy’s little eyes peek in our direction, but she pretends they don’t. “What’s wrong?” I ask, refusing to leave my position. 
“Okay…” he says, giving in. “When is the last time you spoke with your mother?” 
“Last week,” I answer. “Why?” 
“Where is she?” 
I blink. “At home, in Chicago, last I heard.” He stares at me, searching my eyes for a lie that’s not there. “What’s going on, Rick?” 
“You tell me,” he says. “Apparently, she’s disappeared.”
“What do you mean disappeared?” I ask, panic rising in me. “What happened?” 
“Dad came home last night and she was gone,” he answers. “Packed a bag, emptied their bank account — gone.”
“Are you serious?” 
“Where is she, Claire?” he asks me again, this time with a much firmer tone. 
“I don’t know. Why would I know?” 
“Dad seems to think it was all your idea.” 
I flinch. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
“Claire…” Rick leans in closer to me, so close I can feel his breath on my cheek. “If you know anything, now is the time to say.” 
“Hey, Rick!” Amy steps forward and lays a hand on his shoulder. “It’s time to suit up, honey. We’re waiting on you.” 
He clenches his jaw, his eyes still locked on mine. “This conversation isn’t over.” 
“Yes, it is,” I say. I lean in closer, bringing my lips just below his earlobe. “I don’t know where she went. I didn’t even know she was gone. But to be honest, I’m happy she escaped.”
“Claire—” he growls. 
“Don’t ask me about her again,” I interrupt. “Even if she does contact me, I won’t tell you. You’ll get nothing from me, Rick. She’s better off without him.” I take a step back. “You can go now.” 
He stares at me with such disdain, such disappointment, but I catch a glimpse of desire behind it all. Finally, he turns away and drifts off into the crowd towards the back to get changed. 
“What was that about?” Amy asks as she passes around me towards the cage.
“Just a family matter,” I answer, watching Rick closely as he walks away. 
My mother ran off. She did it. She actually did it. It wasn’t exactly what I expected her to do, but I’m not complaining either. I reach into my back pocket for my phone, but the roar of the crowd draws my attentions towards the arena. Amy steps inside, bearing her midriff for all to see and waving her arms around to stir the ravenous hungry of the room. 
“Hello, there!” she calls out. “I’m so happy to see you all here tonight!” They scream and beg for her, just as they always do. I’ll admit, I’m a bit envious of her confidence, her grace, but I’ll find my own eventually.
“Shouldn’t it be you up there?” 
I turn around to find Ryan standing above my shoulder. “She won’t let me up there just yet,” I answer. 
He chuckles. “She’s still a little protective of her introductions?”
“Yeah,” I say. “Shouldn’t you be elsewhere?” I ask him with a smirk.
“You mean somewhere that’s not a Midwest Alpha fight?” he quips. 
“Yes.”
He shrugs. “Probably.” His eyes rise up again to stare at Amy. “But this is more fun.” 
I follow his gaze, making note of his warm expression. “You really like her, don’t you?” I ask. 
“Let’s just say my feelings are a bit… conflicted.” 
“You know, there’s a play about this exact same thing. Can’t quite remember the name of it,” I joke. 
“Oh yeah?” He smiles at me. “How’s it end?” 
“Not well.”
“Well, darn,” he laughs. “Sounds like I should pack it up and head home then.” 
“You probably won’t though,” I say. 
“No, I will not.” He inhales a deep breath and glances down at me. “I get the feeling you wouldn’t either.” 
I turn back to the ring as tonight’s fighters climb inside, Tobias and Rick included. It’s strange to see them standing next to each other like that, especially without one of them taking a swing at the other one. It’s only a matter of time, I guess. “Probably not,” I tell Ryan. 
“Tonight, we narrow down our fighters to three,” Amy says slowly, milking it with all she’s got. “It’s elimination night, folks!” 
The crowd screams. I hear various names on their tongues, each fighter with their own fan club in tow. But it’s obvious which fighters are the most popular and which fight all these people came out here in the hopes of witnessing. 
Rick, the current Alpha, and Tobias, the reigning champion. 
“Rick the Unbreakable!” Amy cries, her voice barely audible over the joyous noise. I cringe at the name. It’s so similar to Tobias’, but I’m sure Lillian chose it that way on purpose. “And…” She steps around the ring, her feet lingering in front of Tobias for longer than necessary. The crowd eats it up, begging and pulsating, waiting for her to announce his name. “Devlin the Daring!” 
The crowd deflates, most of them disappointed that they’ll have to wait yet another week to see if they’ll ever see a rematch between Rick and Tobias, but I breathe a sigh of relief at the thought. I’m honestly not ready for that rematch just yet — especially since losing my freedom is a very possible outcome. 
I bite my tongue behind my lips, watching as Rick and Devlin take opposite corners of the stage, knowing with prophetic eyes how this match will end. I know Devlin, he’s one of my own fighters. I know his style. He’s strong and fast, but not nearly as strong or fast as Rick. I curse under my breath. Rick will win this fight and he’ll be locked into the tournament for another week. Amy brings the metal whistle to her lips and quickly blows, signaling the start of the match. 
“Hang in there, Claire,” I hear Ryan say as his hand squeezes my shoulder.
I peek up at him out of the corner of my eye, wondering just how much Amy has whispered into his ear during late night pillow talk. I say nothing, but I give him an understanding nod. He winks back at me, his hand slipping off my shoulder, and flicks his hood over his head to cover his eyes before walking off into the crowd. 
He bumps arms with Tobias as he passes by, but he leaves him with an apologetic pat on his bare shoulder. Tobias does a quick double take before finally stopping near me. “Was that…?”
“Ryan,” I answer with a nod. 
He sighs, shaking his head. “What is she thinking?” he asks, his eyes darting towards Amy as she steps out of the ring and falls into Ryan’s secret arms. 
“She’s thinking about the incredibly handsome and dangerous boy that’s obviously head over heels for her.” My lips curl. “I can relate.” 
His eyes narrow. “He’s not that good-looking…” 
I raise an eyebrow. “I don’t think he’s a danger, yet. And Amy’s smart. She won’t let it become a problem.” 
“It’s already a problem…” 
“Feel free to bring it up,” I joke, “I’m sure she’ll take it well.” 
Tobias stares at them for a moment, his eyes shifting beneath his forehead. Finally, he gives up and looks back at the ring as Devlin knocks Rick backward with a fierce kick to the chest. 
I watch them spar back and forth, Devlin putting everything he has into each kick and punch. Rick blocks each time, following it up with his own powerful hits, but I can tell he’s holding back. He’s toying with Devlin like an alley cat, letting his prey believe he has a chance to walk away before sinking his teeth in. “He’s the last of our district,” I say, “other than you.” 
“As if I wasn’t under enough pressure…” Tobias mutters.
I open my mouth to speak, to inform him of what Rick told me about my mother, but I bite my lip instead. He stares at the fight in front of us, his eyes darting around with quick concentration, studying Rick as much as Rick studies him. I can’t tell him about my mother yet. It’d only serve as a distraction, one he doesn’t need right now. 
The crowd winces and I look up to see Rick on his knees with Devlin behind him, his arms locked around his throat in a fierce headlock. A jolt of excitement stirs in my breast. My feet carry my forward, enticed by the fantasy of Rick losing this battle.
Rick squirms, his limbs flailing around, trying to get loose from Devlin’s iron grip. I hold my breath, watching what I can see of Rick’s face. My fantasy turns to horror as Rick’s lips curl in a devilish grin. I sigh with disappointment as he easily flips forward, casting Devlin over his shoulders to the floor in front of him. Of course he was in no real danger of losing. He’s playing with his audience just as much as he’s playing with Devlin.
His gaze finds mine in the crowd and his deep blue eyes turn my senses to stone. He presses his knee against Devlin’s neck and Rick holds him there, staring back at me the entire time, until Devlin’s skin turns purple and his hand taps hard against Rick’s shin. 
Rick’s adoring fans go wild, screaming his name, calling out to their Alpha in triumph. 
“Claire…” Tobias pulls me away, shifting his body between myself and the cage.
I push myself onto my toes and steal a hard kiss from his lips. “Go,” I tell him. 
His mouth splits, but he holds back any words he has for me. With a quick nod, he pushes away and makes his way back towards the cage. 
Amy climbs back inside the ring as Devlin pulls himself off the floor. “Well, shit!” she cries. “He was one of mine…” Her whimpering lips bring a series of adorable aww’s from the crowd around her. “But I guess that’s another win for Rick the Unbreakable! He’s the Alpha, after all…” Her audience screams as her words fall for a moment and her eyes dance with amusement. “For now.” 
Rick looks at her through the narrow slits of his eyes, but he does nothing in response to her joke. He can’t anyway. She’s a Dame and even more, he’s in her district. She can say whatever the hell she wants and he can’t touch her, but it certainly won’t stop him from thinking about it. I can tell by the darkness in his eyes that he is. He steps out of the arena, right into the open arms of his public while the remaining fighters take the stage. 
“Tobias the Untouchable!” Amy calls out his name with pride. “Let’s see what you’ve got against Peter the Phantom from St. Louis!”
Tobias moves into his corner, his eyes locked on Peter with every step he takes. I smile, feeling the rush of heat through my body as he takes his fighting stance. He pauses and looks at me, taking the few seconds he has before Amy blows the whistle to remind himself of why he’s up there in the first place. I lick my lips and smile at him, my warm cheeks flooding my senses. 
The whistle calls and Peter charges forward before it even falls from Amy’s lips. It takes Tobias by surprise, but he slips away from him in the knick of time to avoid a crushing blow to the face. Peter punches wide, Tobias blocking each one, but with every strike, he falls backward another step.
I bite my lip so hard, I taste blood on my tongue as Tobias falls back more and more with each blow. He’s still too slow, not nearly as fast as he once was. I throw all the negative thoughts away, eager to keep an optimistic outlook, but the crushing weight won’t fall off my shoulders. 
Peter juts forward, shoving his shoulders against Tobias to knock him back against the cage. He holds him there with his thick arms and slams his knee into Tobias’ kidneys to keep him off balance. The edges of the metal cage bite at Tobias’ skin, tearing at his flesh until blood seeps from the wounds. I flinch, unwilling to turn away from him until I see Rick’s familiar face flood my vision. 
“One last chance, Claire,” he says, blocking my view. “Where’s your mother?” 
I lick my lips, tasting the subtle heat and rage upon them. “Go to hell, Rick,” I say, letting my eyes fall back to the cage. I ignore his towering form above me, sensing his own anger. Finally, he walks away and I let a shiver of fear take control of me for a long second. 
“Come on, Tobias…” I whisper through bared teeth. 
Tobias kicks forward and wraps his foot around Peter’s knee, sweeping his leg out from under him. Peter topples backward, his back slamming against the floor, giving Tobias the leverage he needs to push off the cage. Fresh blood falls out of his wounds, staining down his white skin like spilled, red ink. The crowd screams, once again getting a taste of Tobias the Untouchable’s blood. 
Tobias throws another kick, this one connecting hard against Peter’s face. It’s a surprising blow, one that shocks me as much as anyone else. Tobias usually doesn’t take the easy shot while his opponent is down, but I see the determination in his eyes. He can’t lose this fight. He won’t lose this fight. 
No matter what. 
He pounces on Peter with white-knuckle fists, turning them red with each fresh blow to his face, striking him again and again until Peter falls limply to the floor. My eyes scan the room until I find Rick standing below the cage, frozen solid as the rest of the crowd jumps around him in excitement. I can see it in his eyes; that look of surprise. He wasn’t expecting Tobias to get his hands dirty, and truthfully, neither was I. 
One last kick from Tobias and Peter goes cold. 
“That’s my boy!” Amy screams as she steps inside the cage. She plants a kiss on Tobias’ sweaty cheek, but I won’t bust her on it. I’d do the same thing in her position. He’s the last of our fighters. Our district’s last chance at retaking Alpha. He’s too valuable, especially to me. 
I have far more to lose here than a bonus check. 
 
***
 
“Hold still,” I mutter as I soak a cotton ball in rubbing alcohol. 
Tobias looks up at me from his bed. “You don’t have to—” 
“Shut it,” I say. “Lift up your arm.”
He sighs, but does as he’s told, gritting his teeth as the painful motion twinges his ribs. His entire side is wrecked with scratches, left behind by the jagged edges of the cage, many of which have yet to stop bleeding.
“Should probably look into getting a tetanus shot,” I point out, although I already know what his response will be. I pull the temporary adhesive bandage free and dab the soaked cotton against the seeping wound. 
“I’m fine,” he says. 
I roll my eyes, too tired to fight him. “I was hoping Rick would have been knocked out by now,” I say, changing the subject.
“I get the feeling Lillian would much rather drag this feud out,” he says. “The crowd is getting larger with every fight…” 
“But the fights are chosen at random,” I say. 
“Are they?” he grins, then immediately hisses from fresh pain as I move on to another set of scratches. “No, she’d never risk losing those numbers by taking either of us out too soon. It’ll be him versus me in the end, she’ll make sure of that.” 
“I hate this,” I mutter. I press a fresh, white bandage against a very stubborn scratch. “Hold on to this...” 
Tobias lays his hands against his ribs and presses the bandage hard against it, flexing his jaw. “No, you don’t,” he says. “Admit it.” 
“I don’t enjoy watching you get hurt, Tobias,” I whisper, wiping blood off my fingers with a moist towel. 
“No…” he says, “but you enjoy watching me win.” 
I sigh. “I’m not exactly proud of it.” 
“Claire…” He leans forward, pushing his hand against his wound a little harder. “It’s all right. I knew what I was getting into here…” My eyes fall from his and I shift my focus back to his wounds. “Did you see anything tonight?” 
I pause. “Nothing suspicious,” I say. “But Rick did say something…”
“You talked to Rick?” he asks quickly. “When?” 
“Just before his fight…” I say. I flash a smile, unable to contain my real feelings on the subject. “Apparently, my mother took off.” 
“She did? To where?” 
“I don’t know,” I answer. “I haven’t heard from her, but Rick was convinced I knew something…”
“Do you know where she’d go?” he asks. 
“No,” I answer. “We don’t exactly have much family, never did. I was going to try and call her, but…” 
He shifts slightly. “But what?” 
“If she wanted me to know, she would have called me herself.”
Tobias reaches for my hand. “She will,” he says. “I’m sure she’s just waiting until things calm down.” 
I nod. “I hope you’re right.” 
He lies back against his headboard, his hands shaking with adrenaline still locked away in his system. “Anything else?” he asks.
I shake my head. “No.” 
“No sign of Pike in the crowd?” 
“No.”
“You’re sure?” 
“Tobias,” I say, leaning forward. “I’m sure.” He falls silent again. I touch his hand, still pressed against his broken skin. “Let me see…” He drops his fingers and I pull the bandage away to inspect the wound. “Looks like it stopped bleeding… finally…” 
“Good,” he breathes. 
I grab a cotton ball, fresh and white from the package. “This’ll sting a little…” 
Tobias sits still with his eyes shut tight as I soak the wound with alcohol. “Claire…” 
“What?” I ask, pulling back. 
“When you watch Rick fight…” he pauses, “do you feel the same way about him as you do about me?” 
I furrow my brow, confused by his question. “What? No, Tobias. Why would you even think that?” 
“I watched you watching him tonight,” he says.
“It’s my job to watch him.” 
“You looked scared,” he notes. “Like you didn’t want him to get hurt.” 
“That’s ridiculous.” 
“He was your first love, Claire.” 
My jaw sags open as words get stuck on the tip of my tongue. “Tobias, I…” I stutter. “Do you really think, after everything he’s done, that I’m even capable of feeling anything like that for him ever again?” 
“I hope not,” he answers truthfully. 
“Wrong answer.” I push myself off the bed. 
“Claire—” He bends forward, straining his roughed up body, and reaches out to grab my wrist. “I’m sorry—” 
“You fucking better be—” 
“But you can’t blame me for worrying…” 
I pull my wrist free of his fingers. “I’m not sitting at his bed right now, Tobias. I’m not nursing his wounds right now.”
“I know—” 
“Then why would you even ask?” 
“Say it once and I’ll never bring it up again,” he says. “Tell me you don’t love him anymore.” 
“I don’t love him anymore,” I say it quickly, firmly, without an ounce of hesitation in my voice. 
He exhales. “Thank you,” he says. “I’m sorry.” 
I shake my head and let my feet take me away from his bed to wander the room quietly. He’s not wrong; I can’t blame him for worrying, but those feelings for Rick are long gone. I just wish everyone else around me believed it as much as I do. Lillian. Amy. And now, Tobias is asking questions. “I’ve given you every piece of me, Tobias,” I say. “Everything.”
“And if you two hadn’t of been caught that night, you would have given him just as much.” 
My heart sinks. “That’s not fair,” I say. “I was a completely different person then.” 
“I know,” he whispers. “But I can’t shake the feeling that there’s still something there between you two.”
I turn to him. “The only thing I feel for him is pity, Tobias. I pity him.” 
“Why?”
“Because he had to demand love from me,” I answer. “You don’t.” He looks down. “I should get to bed.” 
“Claire…” He shifts around and plants his feet on the floor. 
“Goodnight, Tobias.” 
He stands up quickly, his face contorted in pain, and stops me before I can reach the door. “Stop, stop…” he whispers, laying his forehead against mine. “I trust you.” 
“You should,” I say. My eyes fall to his right side, where fresh blood has stained his skin. “Tobias, you’re bleeding again…” I scold. 
“Let it bleed,” he says, cupping my cheeks. He kisses me softly, lulling me back in with the subtle flicks of his tongue. “I’ll never bring it up again.”
“Promise?” I ask, my lips pressed against his.
“I promise,” he repeats before pushing me back against his door. 
I offer my lips to him again. His body quivers against mine, tired but fueled by the adrenaline refusing to let him go. “Tobias—” I whisper, raising my hands to grip his wrists. I slowly pull his hands down. “You should rest—” 
“I can’t,” he says, our lips still touching, “even if I tried.” 
“Well, we can’t…” I place my palms against his chest to guide him back. “Not here. Not now.” 
He deflates, but takes a slow step back. I slip away from him and walk back to the bed to grab a bandage to wipe the new blood trails off his side. I turn back around to find him smiling at me. “What?” I ask. 
“You’re so beautiful,” he says. “I don’t think I ever said it before.” 
“You haven’t,” I say, “but I’ve always known you thought so.” I step towards him and hand him the bandage. “You should get some rest.”
I don’t let him argue with me again. I grab the door knob and turn it softly, careful not to make more noise than necessary as I pull it open. 



Chapter 11
A Fair Fight
 
I tap my finger on the table. “Come on, Mom…” I whisper to myself, listening to the same ringing sound looping over and over again against my ear. One more ring and I’ll hear her voice, but it’ll be a recording. 
“Hello, this is Tara Eastwood. Leave me a message and I’ll—” 
I hang up and toss the phone down onto the kitchen table. My heart hurts, my head aches. It’s been days and I still can’t get a hold of my mother and she hasn’t tried to contact me. I lean forward and lie my head against my folded arms, frustration brewing inside of me. 
“Bit early for phone calls, isn’t it?”
I look up as Charlie steps into the kitchen. He heads straight for the coffee maker for his first cup of morning coffee, while I sit here working on my third. “Maybe,” I say. 
“What’s wrong?” he asks. 
“Nothing,” I answer, a bit too quickly.
He chuckles softly. “Claire, it’s five-thirty in the morning and you’ve already emptied the coffee pot. What’s going on?” 
I hesitate, but I really shouldn’t. Charlie’s the most trustworthy person I’ve ever met. And yet, fear holds my tongue, scared that I might say too much. “My mother is missing…” I finally say. 
“Missing?” he asks. He sits down across from me with his coffee mug. 
“It’s been a few days,” I say. “She packed a bag and took off. I’ve been calling her, but she won’t answer.” 
“How do you know this?” he asks. 
“Rick,” I answer without thinking. 
“You’re talking to Rick again?” 
I pause, biting my tongue. My mind jolts, revved up by too much caffeine. “No — not exactly. He called me,” I lie. “He asked if I knew where she was.”
Charlie nods. “Well, I’m sure she’ll turn up.”
It’s standard, non-committal. Not very comforting either, but I don’t blame him for saying it. “It’s just…” I shake my head. “I thought we were doing so well. We were getting closer, but now…”
“Claire, I’ve known a lot of women in her situation,” he says. “The first thing I tell them is to keep their heads down until they know for sure that they’re safe.” 
“So, basically…” I chuckle. “My mother doesn’t trust me.” 
“I wouldn’t say that.”
“What would you say then?” 
“I’d say that patience is a virtue and that she’ll contact you when she’s ready to contact you.”
I sigh. “Great… so now I just have to sit here and wait until she decides she wants to talk to me.”
“And I recall…” he grins at me, “a young woman — about a year ago — that didn’t want to talk to anybody.” 
I pause. “Charlie…” 
“She pouted and whined and did anything she could to avoid her problems.”
“I get it, Charlie.” 
“She came around, eventually.”
I smile. “Thank you, Charlie.” 
“You’re welcome,” he says. “Now, go milk my cows.” 
I laugh and pour the rest of my coffee down my throat. He’s right. My mother is probably fine. The fact that Rick asked me about it just proves that they don’t know where she is and that she’s somewhere safe and secure. But that was days ago. Anything can happen in a few short days, things that I don’t even want to think about. 
I throw myself into chores to try and distract myself, but the silence around me is far too loud. 
 
***
 
A roar of thunder crackles overhead as we pass into the Springfield city limits. Amy flicks on the windshield wipers, anticipating the coming flurry of raindrops starting to tap against the glass. 
“So…” she says, glancing into the rear view mirror. “You nervous, Toby?” 
I keep my eyes forward, watching the road turn a shiny black from fresh rain. I already know what his answer will be before he even says it. 
“No,” he says. 
I know he’s lying. I know that as we inch closer and closer to the next fight, the weight on him grows even heavier. It’s weighing on me as well, wondering with every breathe I take whether or not it’s his last night in the tournament and if Rick will step forward to claim me. Tobias told me that he wouldn’t let that happen, but I still fear it. 
“That’s good to hear,” Amy says, pushing the gas and changing lanes. “You have no reason to be nervous anyway. You’ve got this.”
Again, I say nothing. There’s only three fighters left in the tournament: Tobias, Rick, and a fighter from Springfield named Scott the Sinister. It’s the last elimination before the final tournament fight that determines the Alpha, which means that only two will fight tonight and the other will sit the night out. It’s fairly obvious that one of tonight’s fighters will be Scott. I don’t care how random the fights are determined; there’s no way Lillian will let Tobias and Rick have it out just yet. She wants the crowd as impatient and bloodthirsty as possible for that and the only way to ensure that is to drag it out until the final night. 
Scott is a talented fighter. It’s entirely possible that he could take out Tobias or Rick tonight. Part of me wants him to. Then all of this will be over with and I can finally get a decent night’s rest free from worry — or not, depending on the outcome, of course. 
The Springfield arena is located just outside of the downtown area in a spot more populated than I would have assumed. I guess the local law enforcement are easily swayed here or they just don’t care, neither of which would surprise me.
Amy parks the car and I step outside onto the damp parking lot. Drops of rain spill down from the black sky above. Everything smells dirty and wet, mixing with the humid summer air. Nausea churns in my gut, worse than it ever has before. Tobias comes up behind me and holds his jacket over my head until we reach the inside.
The building lies abandoned, overrun by nature, but looks no worse than any other structure around it. Strangely, it’s only about a block away from a shopping center, one that looks fairly new and well-kept. I suppose this contradiction counts as Springfield’s unique brand of quirkiness. 
Amy leads us inside where we’re immediately greeted by Kimi. She carries a pair of nervous brown eyes in her head, her arms crossed tightly around her. 
“Oh, thank god, someone else is here…” she whispers as she sees us. 
“What’s going on?” Amy asks her. 
“Heather and I arrived about an hour ago,” she begins, glancing over her shoulder. I look around her to find the same kind of make-shift arena we have back home, only this one doesn’t look nearly as rusty. “They were waiting for us.” 
“Who?” Amy asks. 
“Double Ex Kings,” she mutters. 
Tobias steps forward and scans the empty room. “Where?” he asks. 
“Heather went with them, into the back,” she says. “Told me to stay put.” 
“Did you call Lillian?” I ask her. 
“No,” she says, shaking her head. “She told me not to.” 
“Why?” 
Kimi lowers her eyes to the floor. “She didn’t say…” 
Tobias steps deeper into the room, but quickly doubles back to us. “Go back outside,” he tells us. “Call Lillian — tell her to alert all fighters in the area.”
“Wait—” I say. “What are you going to do?” 
“I’m going to get Heather,” he says. 
I let the girls pass around me. “Tobias—” 
He places his hands on my shoulders. “Go with them, Claire.”
“No.” 
“Claire—” He lowers his voice. “Keep them calm.” 
I study his eyes. Tobias stares back at me, unblinking, completely confident in my abilities. “Okay,” I say. 
He kisses my forehead. “Go,” he whispers. He slips away from me and travels across the room with a determined stride. I watch him disappear into the darkness, the back room door closing silently behind him. 
“Let’s go,” I say, drawing Amy and Kimi outside with me. I keep my eyes peeled, constantly on the move for suspicious characters around me. The sun has long set and the late-night crowd travels the sidewalks by foot, their laughter and voices carrying softly on the wind and rain as they move fast to seek shelter. 
Amy pushes her back against the wall of the building to keep out of the storm as she speaks quietly into her cell phone. “No, ma’am,” she says. 
I pause, focusing my hearing to try and listen in on the conversation, but I hear nothing but the soft hum of Lillian’s voice. My ears peak as a loud scuffle forces my attentions around the side of the building. 
“Stay here,” I say to Kimi. She nods, her eyes telling me that she’ll easily obey the instruction. I walk quickly, my shoes completely soaked through from puddles in the uneven concrete, ignoring the discomfort it brings. 
I round the corner and jolt to a hard stop as Heather bashes in to me. She falls into my arms, shaking scared, and my eyes fall to the red gash above her eye. “Where’s Tobias?” I ask her.
Rainwater washes blood down her dark face. “He pulled them off of me,” she says. “He told me to run—”
The familiar sound of fist against flesh fills my ears and I jump into a sprint to follow the noise. “Tobias!” I scream his name as he comes into view near the back exit. He’s outnumbered, standing between two large men in black leather jackets in front of a row of rusted dumpsters. 
“Whoa, whoa—” A third man hops between us, all too eager to get his wet hands on me. I shove him away, knocking his brown hair loose from a blue bandanna wrapped tightly around his head. It falls to his face and clings to his damp skin. He laughs off my intimidation with grinning lips. “That wasn’t very nice,” he chuckles. 
“Back off,” I seethe, my eyes targeting around his shoulders to find Tobias down the alleyway, still sandwiched between the men that look all too eager to harm him. 
“Let me guess…” he says, refusing to budge. He jets his hands out and grips my arms. “You’re a Dame?” 
“Get your hands off me or you’ll find out the hard way,” I warn.
He laughs even louder. “Last I checked, your boy was a little busy,” he says with a quick nod behind him. “There’s no one here to help you.” 
My fingers roll into fists, subtlety gripping the front of his shirt. “Wrong,” I say. I yank him forward and ram my knee into his groin. He releases my arms and doubles over as he screams in pain. I slide my arm back and angle myself to deliver a swift uppercut to his jaw, catching the edge of his tooth against my knuckle. I wince at the pain, feeling it charge up my arm like lightning as he tumbles to the ground. His hands grip his junk as he writhes silently in the rainwater beneath us. 
“Tobias!” I scream again and race towards the back. 
“Claire, stop!” He holds up his hand and I halt quickly, realizing that I’ve jumped into a conflict I probably shouldn’t have. The two men standing in front of him give me nothing more than a cursory glance over their shoulders. The one to Tobias’ right is short, not much taller than myself, but his frightening muscles bulge out of his wet shirt. 
There’s a low voice on the air, one that I pinpoint belongs to the man to Tobias’ left. “She with you?” he growls in his direction. 
I step forward. “No, he’s with me,” I reply. “You want to explain what the hell you’re doing here?” 
The man spins on his heels and takes a quick step in my direction. I see a scar against his face, stark and white, splitting his right eye down the center. “We told that bitch to keep her dog fights out of town,” he spits. “Springfield belongs to the Kings now.” 
I swallow my fear away and look towards Tobias. He gives a slow head shake, signaling to me to back down, but my adrenaline pushes me forward. “Guess we didn’t get the memo,” I quip, “but I’m sure you wouldn’t mind sharing this one building — just for tonight.” 
“Boss says no.” 
“Who’s your boss?” I ask. “I’ll be happy to talk to him myself.” 
“Claire—” I look over my shoulder as Rick’s voice travels to my ear. He pauses above my shoulder, his narrow eyes flicking between the two Kings.
The scarred man steps forward again, pushing even closer to intimidate me. “Look, I ain’t kidding,” he says to me. “Round up your Alpha bitches and get the hell out of town — and take your dogs with you.” 
Rick moves between us, blocking him from me with his wide shoulders. “I wouldn’t talk to her like that if I were you.” 
“Oh yeah?” he challenges with twitching lips. “And why not?” 
“Because now it’s a fair fight.” 
The Kings exchange looks of stunned amusement before they burst into laughter. “You two think you can take us on?” the scarred man laughs.
“Why not?” Rick asks, meeting Tobias’ eyes.
Movement draws my attentions behind Rick’s back as he slowly withdraws his hand from his pocket, the act out of sight to anyone but me. He silently flicks the black switchblade open and turns it over in his palm. I hesitate with confusion until he pushes it closer to me and I take it from him. 
“I mean,” Rick continues on as if nothing happened, a chuckle dancing off his lips, “unless you two are scared or something…” 
I look at Tobias as he slowly shifts his feet. I’ve seen it a thousand times during his training. Next, he’ll turn his hands into fists and he’ll raise them up to protect his face. 
His fingers curl inward and I take a step back. 
The King in front of Tobias points a threatening finger at me. “Don’t go anywhere, darling…” he says. “We’re not done with you yet.” 
I cringe and watch the anger burn in Tobias’ eyes. “You really shouldn’t have said that…” 
Tobias reaches out and grabs the short man’s hair to shove him forward into a dumpster. His head slams against the metal with a deafening smack as Rick throws his first punch at the scarred man’s face. 
I step back again, holding onto the knife as hard as I can, hoping that I never have to use it. My eyes bounce between them, unsure which battle I should focus on the most. 
Rick takes a fist to his jaw, but he easily bounces back to land a swift kick to the scarred man’s knee, dropping him hard to the ground. He punches his face once, twice, and again, forcing the King down harder each time. My eyes jump to Tobias as his opponent lunges at him and tackles him into the wall of the building, sending him back with the force of a truck. I move forward, determined to help him, but Rick pushes me out of the way before raising his leg and slamming it down on the scarred man’s head. He brushes passed me and reaches for a busted pallet between the dumpsters to rip off a large board of wood. 
Tobias elbows the short man in the face and drops him to his knees with a fast sweep of his leg. 
“Tobias!” Rick shouts. 
He looks up as Rick tosses the wooden board in his direction. Tobias catches it easily and draws it back to hit the King with it. It knocks him in the jaw, hard, and he crumples to the ground below in a silent heap.
I gasp and bring a hand to my face in shock. The thunder above crashes loudly, welcoming another wave of pouring rain down on our heads. I stare at the bodies at our feet, my heart racing in my chest, gripped by a fear I’ve never quite felt before.
Tobias drops the wood and walks over to me. “Claire, are you hurt?” he asks. 
I shake my head quickly and his eyes fall to the white-knuckle grip of my hand. I realize I’m still holding onto Rick’s knife — the same knife he attacked Tobias with last year. The same knife he held against me that left behind a scar of my very own.
Rick holds out his hand to me and I slowly drop the switchblade into his palm. “Thanks,” I say. 
He slides the knife closed and stuffs it back into his pocket with an amused glance down the alley. “Not that you needed it though…” he mutters, jutting his chin in the direction of the man I assaulted all by myself. He glances at Tobias. “You teach her that?” he asks. 
“Yeah,” Tobias answers. His eyes remain laser-focused on Rick, unwilling to put his guard down around him even for a second. 
Rick’s eyes move between us slowly before he turns around. “I’ll see you inside.”
It’s a strange sensation, almost like being side-swiped on the highway. You sit there, staring off into space, wondering what the hell hit you while the other party fades off into the distance. I’m shaking in my soaked clothing, completely lost and confused, blinded by the bright headlights of passing trucks. 
“Claire…”
I pull my eyes away from Rick’s disappearing form. “What?” I mutter quickly, forcing myself to look up at Tobias. 
He stares back at me with a firm face as water rolls down his cheeks. The scarred man starts with a groan and Tobias reaches out to take my hand. “We should get inside,” he says. I wince as his finger slides across my knuckle. He pauses and raises it up to inspect the scraped skin. “Does it hurt?” he asks. 
Rain taps at the small wound, washing away any sign of blood, but I feel a fresh sting with each drop of it. “A little…” I say, “but it’s nothing to worry about.” 
He lets my hand fall back down. “You sure there’s nothing to worry about?” he asks slowly. 
I shake my head. “I have no idea.” 
 
***
 
The show must go on.
It doesn’t take long for the make-shift arena to populate with the Midwest Alpha’s adoring public, each one just begging to see the long-awaited rematch between Tobias the Untouchable and Rick the Unbreakable. Little do they know, if they had only shown up a bit earlier, they would have caught a glimpse of them fighting on the same side. 
I haven’t gotten over it yet. Rick. The man of my nightmares. He stuck his neck out for me, for Tobias, almost as if it was a given. He could have left us there and abandoned Tobias to an unfair fight, but he stayed to help, never thinking twice about it. 
The Alphas always protect their own. 
I guess we are all on the same side of this conflict against the Double Ex Kings. 
I’d be lying if I said I that didn’t make me nervous. 
Heather stands in the middle of the arena, her hands waving in the air as the audience chants for her. There’s plenty of locals here, many of whom I’ve never seen before, as is the case with most local fights. I’ve seen the crowds back home fall head over heels for Amy every week, but these people are different. There are the ones that have stuck around in spite of the Kings spreading quiet threats throughout the community, striking fear into them in the hopes of making them sit this one out. Lillian made the call that brought every Alpha fighter in the area to our door. They stand among the crowd, large and threatening, their eyes on the constant watch, just begging to give a King the taste of their fists. 
“I want to thank each and every one of you for coming tonight,” Heather says, her smile slowly dropping from her bruised face. Fear plagues her shaking voice. Her black hair is tied back tight, forced away from her face to make sure everyone can see what’s been done to her. The crowd goes silent, hanging on her every word. “The Midwest Alphas suffered an attack tonight, one that will not be forgotten or forgiven. I will not roll over and let them take over what is rightfully ours!” She pauses as the room shouts in agreement. “This is our city,” she continues. “This is our home. I promised you all a fight tonight... and I never break a promise.” 
I look at Tobias, standing just below the ring, and notice Rick standing silently to his right. Scott stands to the left, glancing nervously around him. That familiar jolt of worry strikes my chest. We all might have a common enemy, but Rick and Tobias are still rivals. There’s still a bet to be won. My fate is still up for grabs. 
The door opens and a few more late-arrivals come inside. Kimi begins to take their entrance fees, but pauses as one of them leans down to whisper in her ear. I recognize his hooded sweater, having seen it at every fight so far this season.
I watch as Kimi’s brown eyes search around, but I quickly step forward to draw him away from her. “Ryan…” I say, leading him back to the door, out of earshot of everyone else. “You shouldn’t be here.” 
He peeks out at me and sighs. “I just need to talk to Amy,” he says. 
“An Alpha fight is the last place you should be right now,” I warn. 
“I know,” he says. “Believe me — but I didn’t know—” 
“Save it, Ryan,” I whisper. “Go — now.” 
He looks over my shoulder and his eyes fall soft. “Amy, I—” 
She pushes passed me and shoves him hard, forcing him backwards against the door. “Don’t you dare say my name,” she growls.
“Would you two please let me explain—?”
“No.” Amy shoves him again. “I honestly don’t care for an explanation as to why your boys attacked one of us tonight—” 
“I had nothing to do with that—” 
“Get out.” Amy grabs the door knob and pulls the door open, knocking him off balance. “I never want to see you again.” She leaves the door ajar and turns around to leave him there.
Ryan hesitates. “Amy, please,” he whispers.
She spins back around, flipping her head so quickly her damp hair slaps against her mouth. “Stay the hell away from me,” she seethes before rushing off to rejoin the crowd.
“Claire, you believe me, right?” 
I look up at him and shake my head. “You should just go, Ryan,” I say. I place a hand on his shoulder and push him softly. He doesn’t resist it and he steps back outside into the rain without saying a word.
Sorry, Ryan, but it’s not just you. I don’t know what to believe anymore.
The roar of the crowd draws my eyes back to the ring, where the three fighters climb in to stand behind Heather. Part of me wants to run outside into the night, never wanting to know the outcome of all this. The Alphas vs. The Kings. Tobias vs. Rick.
“Rick the Unbreakable!” 
The name barely leaves Heather’s lips before the crowd starts screaming, especially the sizable group of ladies that populate the front row. Their swooning makes me laugh, but only for a second. If only they knew who he really was. I doubt they’d be screaming so loudly if they did. 
“And Scott the Sinister!” 
There’s a familiar groan of disappointment, but it’s not surprising to see the ultimate battle has been delayed yet another week. Tobias climbs out of the ring, his face stoic and brave, but I can tell he’s just as relieved as I am as he wanders through the crowd towards me. 
His fingers gently entwine with mine and he doesn’t say a word as the whistle calls out and the fight begins. 



Chapter 12
Always
 
It’s happening exactly as Lillian intended it to, ever since the moment she let me join the Dames. 
Love is a very powerful motivator.
I brought the Alpha out of retirement. I inspired the very first blood duel in over a decade. I drew in larger crowds every single week as they prayed to bear witness to the most anticipated rematch the Alphas have ever known. 
You’d think I’d feel proud having made such an impression, but I can barely sleep at night and I’m not the only one. 
The Unbreakable had no trouble taking The Sinister down. It was hard to watch, something that continues to flash behind my eyelids every time I close my eyes. Amy told me it was even worse than Tobias yanking another man’s teeth out; a fight from last year’s tournament that I’m honestly okay with missing out on. I saw the after effects of it, the bruises and blood stuck to his skin. I almost wish he’d made me stay home this year, too. 
Whenever I feel like we’re starting to nail down Rick’s style, he does something different, something so utterly out of left field, that we’re slapped right back to square one. 
We have no way of knowing what’s coming next week. 
“Tobias?” I whisper his name in the darkness, knowing that he’s just as wide awake as I am. 
“Yeah.” 
I roll over to face him, moving slowly to keep his bed from squeaking too loudly. He stares straight ahead, his eyes locked on the ceiling above us, with one arm resting beneath his head. My eyes fall to the bare skin of his chest and I can’t help but trace the edges of his tattoos with my fingertips. “What’s this mean?” I ask him, my fingers swirling around a random symbol inked across his left bicep.
“You’ve been lying awake all night,” he smirks, “and that’s what you have to ask me?” 
I shrug. “I’ve just always been curious…” 
He glances at my hand and sighs. “It doesn’t mean anything,” he answers. “Mary drew it when she was a kid. I thought it looked cool.”
I press my lips together and push my head deeper into my pillow. “Sorry,” I whisper, pulling my hand away. 
“Don’t be,” he says. He reaches for my hand and holds it against him before I can take it away completely. “Talking about her… it gets easier the more I do it.” 
I lay my palm against his chest and the gentle thump of his heart taps against my skin. It’s strong, elevated, but probably much calmer than mine. 
“Claire?” 
I look up. “What?” 
“You don’t have to be scared,” he tells me. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.” 
I scoff. “After tonight, it’s not me I’m worried about…” 
He shifts onto his side to face me. “I can handle him, Claire.” 
“No, you can’t.” I shake my head. “Believe me, I want you to. When I say I want him gone, I mean it, but I don’t want you to go down with him.” 
He pushes a finger beneath my chin to keep my eyes on his. “I won’t. You hear me—?” 
“He won’t stop, Tobias,” I say. “Win or lose… he’ll keep fighting for me.” 
“He and I have something in common then.” 
“There’s only one way that can end…” I say slowly, licking my dry lips. “You know that, right?” 
“Yes,” he admits. “I’ve already prepared myself for that possibility, Claire.”
“And you’re okay with that?”
He exhales. “Are you?” 
“No,” I answer instantly. “I wasn’t okay with you killing before and I’m not okay with it now.” 
“Claire—” 
“Promise me you won’t kill him, Tobias.” 
“No.” 
I lean away from him again. “Tobias—” 
“Claire, I didn’t kill Pike because you asked me not to,” he says, his deep snarl rumbling in my chest. “He killed my little sister and I held back for you. I didn’t get justice for Mary because of you.” 
My eyes sting. “Tobias, I—” 
“And because of that, because he’s still out there, Rick knows my every move. He’s worse than Pike, he’s better than him — all because I didn’t slit his throat when I had the chance.” 
I push away from him as tears build on the edges of my eyes. “Tobias, stop—” 
He grabs me and holds me close with a vise-like grip. “I will not let them take anything else from me.” His hot breath skirts across my cheek, heating my chilled skin. “No, Claire… I will kill him if I have to.” 
He releases me and I realize how badly I’m shaking. I let my tears run down my cheeks. I’ve lost every will I have to hold them back now. “Don’t you dare put that on me, Tobias…” I push the words off my tongue, tasting the acid beneath them. 
“What do you want me to say, Claire?” he asks. “I wanted to put this life behind us, but you wanted to stay in. You wanted to become a Dame and I respected you enough to let you make that choice, even though I knew it meant that someday, I wouldn’t be enough for you—” 
I shake my head. “That’s not true.” 
“I see the way he looks at you,” he says. “The way he always looks at you and it ruins me.” 
“I can’t control that,” I say. “I have zero control over anything that’s happening right now. I have to stand back and watch as everything around me falls apart.”
“Claire—” 
“My mother is missing,” I interrupt, my hands twitching wildly in front of me. “She won’t call me. My stepbrother wants me so badly, he’s willing to fight his way through a tournament just to own me. There’s a rival gang of psychotic wackos at our doorstep and my boyfriend…” I pause and wipe tears from my eyes. “My boyfriend thinks I somehow magically have a say in any of it.” 
“You do have a say,” he argues. “We can leave.” 
“Leave?” I repeat.
“Yes.”
“We can’t just leave.” 
“Yes, we can.” He pulls me back in, his strong hands holding my shoulders. “We still have the money from last year’s tournament. I haven’t spent any of it and you have what you’ve earned working with Amy.”
I look into his eyes and I can see he’s serious. “Tobias, we—” 
“We can go anywhere we want,” he whispers. “Anywhere in the world.” 
“We can’t just abandon the tournament, Tobias,” I argue. 
“Yes,” he breathes, leaning forward to lay his forehead against mine. “We can.”
“What about Charlie?” 
“Dad will be fine, Claire,” he smiles. “I’m sure he doesn’t want his son living at home forever anyway.”
My panic shifts, illuminating a truth that had not occurred to me until now. “Tobias…” I shake my head. “This is my home, too.”
“I know.”
“I don’t want to leave,” I admit. “This is the first place I’ve ever felt truly wanted…” 
He pushes my hair back from my face. “We can always come back, but…” A smile strikes his lips, so real and true. “Claire, I believe in my instincts. Right now, they’re telling me to get you as far away from this place as I can and I have to listen to them.” 
I open my mouth to argue, but he silences me with a quick kiss, his lips as warm and comforting as they’ve ever been. “Tobias—” 
“Please, Claire,” he whispers, landing a second kiss. He pulls me even closer until his body presses against mine. I can feel his heart, racing wildly in his chest, beating just for me. “Please…” His fingers crawl up my arm and come to rest at the back of my head, holding me in place as his tongue tastes my own.
He begs this of me. His voice, his body — all begging me to abandon this world in favor of us. I moan softly as his hands move along the curve of my body, passing by my breasts and hips, pushing beneath my shirt to feel the sensitive skin of my lower back. He knows the exact spot to caress, the one that sends shivers throughout my body. I can’t fight his seduction. I stand as much of a chance against him in his bed as I do against him in the ring. 
His lips fall to my neck and I swoon as he pushes my knees apart. Quick breaths fire passed my lips as he shifts me onto my back, his strength moving me exactly where he wants me to be. I feel his body in the darkness. He towers over me, watching me as my hands run over his perfect abs, traveling down to his rock hard manhood. I barely touch it, tenting out of his loose-fitting sweats, before he reaches down and grips my wrists to pin me against his bed. 
There’s a fire in his gaze, driven mad by lust and fear. He kisses me softly and I feel the trembling of his lips against mine. “Tobias…” I whisper, fighting my desire for him. “We shouldn’t do this here…” 
His grip tightens around my wrists. There’s a growl on his breath, low and desperate as an animal. He licks his lips. “I have to feel you…” he begs. “Let me be inside of you…” He releases one of my wrists and moves his hand down my body, grazing my hard nipple as he aims for my warm sex. 
“Tobias—” I sigh, unable to stop the intense pleasure throbbing through my body. He touches my slit, gently tapping my soaking lips. My head falls back, the teasing ecstasy overwhelming me, and he licks and bites at the skin of my exposed neck. 
I lie still, aching only for him, unable to resist him. He pushes himself up and quickly slides my panties down to my curling toes. He lowers his pants as well, letting them settle just below the curve of his rear, and his firm cock stands on end between us. 
He balances on his knees and takes hold of my hips to pull me closer until his thickness presses against my opening. My fingers grip the pillow beneath my head. I hold my breath to keep from screaming his name. He stares down at me like a warrior, his lips curling in delicious agony. His eyes lock on mine as he slowly slides his thick tip inside of me. 
I bite my bottom lip, twitching with the delicious pain it brings. “Oh, god—” I moan. 
“Shh,” he warns, completely in control of his passions. His strong fingers dig into my hips again and he pulls me closer, sheathing himself deeper inside of me. He inhales sharply, his nails poking at my skin, and he closes his eyes to focus and experience me.
My body quivers, but he holds me steady with his hands. He lingers above me, firm as stone. His cock twitches inside, begging to thrust, but he denies it the satisfaction.
After several moments of silent torment, he leans forward onto his hands and slowly lowers his lips to mine. “I love you, Claire…” he tells me, whispering softly in my ear. “Always.”

I push my fingers through his jet black hair, stirring his scent to my nostrils. “Always,” I repeat.
Tobias lays beside me and he embraces me until the sun rises. 
 
***
 
I stare across the kitchen table at Tobias and wish that I could reach out and push his hair back. It’s fallen down in front of his eyes. I’ve barely seen those round irises of forest green in days. He’s kept them from me since he begged me to leave with him. He’s waiting for me to give in and say that I’ll run away with him, but I can’t bring myself to submit to the idea yet. I want to so badly, I can feel it in the very marrow of my bones, but I don’t want to run away from the life I’ve built here. 
“So…” My eyes jolt away from Tobias as Charlie’s voice breaks the long, deafening silence. He sits to my left with his fork balanced between two fingers. His eyes shift back and forth between us. “Do I need to ask what’s going on?” 
“No,” Tobias says quickly. 
Charlie looks at me. “Everything okay?” 
I force a smile. “Yes,” I answer. “Everything is fine.” I finally meet Tobias’ eyes and he sits up a little taller in his chair. He opens his mouth to speak, but a knock on the front door interrupts him. “I’ll get it,” I say. “It’s probably Amy…” 
“Do you two have plans tonight?” Charlie asks. 
“No,” I say, glancing over my shoulder as I enter the living room. “But who else would it be?” 
“Good point.” 
I open the front door and pause as every muscle in my body turns to broken glass. Lillian stands on the porch, her red hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. I open my mouth to speak, but I don’t know where to begin. Charlie is within earshot and I’m not that great at improvisation.
“Hello, Claire,” she says. Her hands hang in front of her with her fingers clasped around a black leather clutch.
I hear the sudden scratch of a chair against the kitchen floor and I turn to see Tobias striding into the living room. “What are you doing here?” he asks quickly, his voice a fierce whisper above my shoulder. 
“My apologies,” she says, glancing between the two of us. “But I’m not here to see either of you.” 
We both turn around as Charlie’s boot taps into the entryway. He pauses with his teeth clenched against his inner cheek. “Lily,” he says. 
“Charles,” Lillian replies. “May I have a moment of your time?” 
He nods slowly. “Come on in.” 
I look at Tobias. “Lily?” I mouth silently. He shrugs his shoulders in response, looking just as confused as I am. 
“Will you two excuse us, please?” Charlie asks as Lillian crosses the threshold into the living room. 
Tobias places his hand on my back and gives me a light push towards the door. “No problem,” he says, trying to act as casually as possible. I keep my mouth shut, still too stunned to form words. I step outside onto the porch and Tobias follows closely, closing the door behind him. 
“Lily?” I ask again in the driveway. “Charles? Tobias, what’s going on?” 
“I have no idea.”
“Did you know they knew each other?” 
“No.” 
“Why is she here?” 
“Claire, I think it’s pretty safe to assume that we’re both on the exact same page here.” 
I bite my lip, but I don’t want to stop talking. “If Charlie knows Lillian, then he probably knows about the Alphas.” 
Tobias exhales and nudges me closer to the barn. “Keep your voice down…” 
“It’s true, isn’t it?” I ask. 
“Maybe.” 
“Tobias—”
“Claire, stay calm.” He guides me into the barn and quickly slides the door closed behind us. “We don’t know anything yet. They could be talking about anything.” 
“Let’s just say he knows about the Alphas,” I continue, unable to stop the spew of words from tumbling off my lips. “Now he knows that we know Lillian. He’s going to put it all together.”
“No, he’s not.” 
“The late nights out. You coming home covered in bruises — getting stabbed. Charlie’s too smart not to figure it out, Tobias!” 
He spins around and grabs my shoulders. “Claire… calm down.” His eyes — bright and green as summer leaves — hold my attentions with ease. “Everything is going to be fine.” 
Every lie. They all force their way to the surface all at once. Every time I told Charlie I was going to movies with Amy when she was really teaching me how to be an Alpha Dame. Every time we blamed Tobias’ bruises on factory equipment or his motorbike. 
Every single lie. 
“I can’t lose this place, Tobias…” I whisper. 
He smirks. “What are you talking about?” 
“This is my home.” My lips tremble. “He’s going to kick me out—” 
“Hey—” Tobias cups my face, his lips curling into a smile. “He’s not going to kick you out.” 
“I have nowhere else to go.” 
He wipes a tear off my cheek with his thumb. “You have nothing to be worried about,” he chuckles. 
“This isn’t funny—” 
“Yes, it is.” He shakes his head. “Claire, you are his family.”
Family. It’s a shaky concept for me. I have my mother, but even she hasn’t always there when I needed her. My real father abandoned us so early on in my life, I barely remember his face. My stepfather rejected me the moment he laid eyes on me. As far as I’m concerned, unconditional love is a myth told to children to give them false hope. There’s always something — an unspoken criteria — that will bring the entire concept of love crashing down. 
“He’ll hate me…” I mutter. 
“That’s impossible,” Tobias argues. “Claire, he loves you as much as I do.”
I blink, overwhelmed with aching doubt. “We might just have to leave this place after all…” 
Tobias slides a finger beneath my chin. “Claire, if we leave,” he says, “it won’t be because of him.” 
The sound of a car starting breaks the silence and Tobias moves to the barn door to check. “It’s Lillian,” he says, glancing through the small crack in the door.
“She’s leaving?” I ask, stepping forward to peak over his shoulder.
“Looks like.” 
“That was fast…” I say as I slowly move away from the door. I tap my a fingernail between my teeth as they chatter nervously together. “What did she want?” I ask, but I don’t expect an answer from him. 
Tobias turns towards me. “We should go back inside and find out.” 
I stand there, paralyzed by the unknown, shaking my head back and forth. “I can’t…” I whisper. 
Tobias strides back to me. “Claire, trust me.”
“No, I mean… I can’t lie to him anymore, Tobias.”
He pauses. “Let’s just find out what he knows first, okay?” 
It’s not what I want, but it’s the best I’ll get right now. “Okay,” I answer. 
“Come on,” he says again, this time interlocking his fingers with mine to keep me close to him. He leads me out of the barn, my cheeks burning more and more with each step we take into the house. 
I hear Charlie in the kitchen, his feet pacing around the white linoleum floor. 
“Tobias. Claire.” 
My palms instantly turn sweaty and Tobias squeezes my hand a little tighter before pulling me into the kitchen with him. I can barely lift my eyes to look at Charlie. I already feel his piercing gaze, just as green as his son’s, staring at me with pained disappointment. It’s oddly familiar, bringing back memories of the first few days living beneath his tutelage. 
“Tobias, I’d like to speak with Claire alone for a minute,” Charlie says. The crushing weight slides a little farther down on my shoulders, but Tobias refuses to drop my trembling hand.
“Actually, Dad, I’d rather stay here,” he replies. I look up at him and he gives me a quick, subtle nod before looking across the kitchen at his father again. 
“Fine,” Charlie says. “Sit down then. Both of you.” 
Tobias keeps his hold on my hand until he pulls out my chair for me and sits down in the one next to it. I lower myself slowly, feeling my knees buckle on the way down. It’s over; I can feel it already. I’m doomed, once again tossed out from a world I know into one I don’t belong in, forced to carve out a fresh life for myself with no means to do so. As optimistic as Tobias is about leaving, I’m not sure it will be as easy as he thinks it will be and I’m not the least bit excited to find out the answer to that.
Charlie takes the seat across from us and silently stares at the two of us for a long moment before speaking. “How do you know Lily Tombs?” he asks us both. 
“How do you know Lillian Tombs?” Tobias asks. 
“I’ve known her for twenty years,” Charlie answers. “There are plenty of legitimate reasons for that, but from what I can deduce, there’s only one reason why you would know her, but I’m having a hard time believing it’s possible because that would mean my son has been hiding it from me for Lord knows how long—” 
“It’s true,” I mutter. I feel Tobias’ eyes dart in my direction, but I ignore their urge for my silence. “I know Lillian through the Midwest Alphas. Amy recruited me in.”
Charlie looks at me and sighs. “I was afraid of that.” He looks at Tobias. “How about you?” 
I chose my words carefully, incriminating only myself. Tobias can still keep his secret and I’ll keep my word to not tell Charlie to the day I die, if that’s what he wants. At this point, Charlie holds mere speculation, unless Lillian told him otherwise. I glance at Tobias and I watch as he stares back at his father, unblinking. 
“I joined the Alphas last year,” he finally says. 
Charlie’s eyes jump back and forth between us with a mix of disappointment and fear that I can’t quite pin down. He rests against his hands, fingers interlocked in front of his chin. “Do you have any idea how much danger you’ve put yourselves in?” he asks.
“Yes,” Tobias answers. 
“No.” Charlie shakes his head with amusement. “No, I highly doubt you’re aware of even half the danger you’re exposed to right now.” 
“What did Lillian come here for?” I ask, my voice squeaking through my throat. 
Charlie’s eyes fall on me. “Many years ago,” he begins, “I got Lily out of a bad situation. I told her to leave this place and not come back unless… unless he ever tried to find her again. In that case, I told her to come straight here to me.”
“If who ever tried to find her again?” I ask. 
He reaches up and scratches his cheek. “My brother, Thomas.” 
My stepfather. I look at Tobias, but he seems just as confused as I am. 
“Lillian formed her little fighting league about fifteen years ago,” Charlie continues. “You, Tobias — you were about seven years old. Mary was only two. And your mother,” he pauses, swallowing hard, “well, she and Lily were best friends, along with Marcie Jones.”
“Amy’s mother?” I ask. 
“I don’t remember that,” Tobias says. 
“You wouldn’t,” Charlie explains, his lips curling slightly. “She was very good at hiding things, especially from me.”
“They formed the Alphas?” I ask. 
“When I found out, I was furious,” he says. “I was a cop. What would the department do if they found out my wife was involved in something like that right under my nose?” 
“Mom was an Alpha Dame?” 
I look at Tobias again. His jaw hangs open slightly, disbelief dripping off every syllable of his voice. 
“One of the first,” Charlie nods and a chuckle strikes his lips. “Hell, it was her idea to hang that damn punching bag up in the barn — told you to practice every day, grow up big and strong.” 
Tobias looks down, his eyes falling closed. 
“She quit shortly after, because I asked her to. In exchange, I kept my mouth shut about the whole thing. Turned out to be pretty good timing, as she started to get pretty sick after that…” He pauses as he forces a lump back down his throat. 
“What about Thomas?” I ask, shifting the focus away from what has to be a sore topic for both of them. 
“Thomas…” Charlie shakes his head. “My brother was madly in love with Lily Tombs, even broke up his marriage for her. They dated for a long while, but she always had a pinkie out the door. Straying eyes and what have you. One night, she showed up on our porch with two black eyes and a broken arm, asking me for help.” 
I flinch and Tobias shifts in his seat. His fingers reach for mine, slowly wrapping around my wrist beneath the table.
“I helped Lily relocate to St. Louis,” he continues. “Got a decent job lined up for her, too, but of course, she quit that in favor of expanding her enterprise.” A small chuckle flutters his chest. “It was after that young women started showing up here, broken or abused. Lily sent me, they’d say. She told me you could help me. It wasn’t long until word got around that this was the place to go and it stuck.” 
“What did Thomas do?” I ask, fighting the rush of tears slowly building on my lashes. 
“He tracked her down a few months later,” he says. “By then, Lily had amassed quite the loyal army of fighters for herself.” 
“They drove him out,” I say, smiling at the idea of a happy ending. 
Charlie nods. “He couldn’t get near her, so he packed up and fled south. Took young Rick along with him. They went everywhere: Texas, Mississippi, Alabama. Moved around every few months. It wasn’t until a few years later I found out why.” 
“The Double Ex Kings,” Tobias mutters the realization aloud. 
My jaw drops. “No…” I whisper. 
“It was all his idea,” Charlie confirms. “Bigger, better fighters. Better than Lily’s Alphas.” His eyes fall on Tobias. “A league out of reach to women that needed to learn their place.”
My eyes bounce between them. “What does this mean?” I ask.
“It means…” Tobias sighs. “That he’s been taking over Alpha territory to start a war with Lillian.”
“He wouldn’t — would he?” I stutter. 
“Why else would she come here today?” Tobias asks Charlie. 
I shake my head. “It doesn’t make sense. If Thomas is still in love with Lillian, so focused on destroying the Alphas,” I say, “then why bother marrying my mother? What does he want with her?” 
“Lily asked herself that same question, Claire,” Charlie says. “And the only answer that makes sense is that he’s not that focused anymore.” 
I blink. “I don’t understand.” 
“He may have started the Kings,” he says, “but he’s not running them now.” 
“Then who is?”
 “Claire…” Tobias squeezes my hand a little tighter. 
I open my mouth to speak, but the answer strikes me before I can say another word. 
“Oh, my god…” I whisper, tears finally spilling over. “This is all my fault.”



Chapter 13
Take Him Down
 
Rick.
“This isn’t your fault, Claire,” Tobias says. 
I close my eyes and hope that I’m still asleep. Soon, I’ll wake up. I’ll be exhausted from nightmares, but I’ll roll over and Tobias will there to hold me. This will all just be a sick dream. “I should have just gone back to him when I had the chance,” I mutter, reality overwhelming my fantasy. 
Tobias turns in his chair to face me head on. “Claire, look at me.” 
“He tried to warn me about this…” I whisper. “He told that I should get out while I still could, but I didn’t listen.” 
“Look at me—” He grips my chin to pull me to him.
“He never changed at all…” I continue, unable to stop the words from spilling off my tongue. “He’s been manipulating me from the start — gaining my trust again—” 
“Claire—”
“How did I not see this coming?!”
“This isn’t on you.” 
“He’s right, Claire,” Charlie says from across the table. “It’s on me.” We look at him and he shakes his head. “I let this relationship between the two of you happen because I thought it would keep you out of trouble.” 
“It did keep me out of trouble,” I argue.
“No, it just led you towards a different kind,” he says, his eyes falling back to Tobias. “Why did you get mixed up with them in the first place, Tobias? What were you thinking?” 
“I did it to pay Mary’s hospital bills,” he answers without hesitation. 
Charlie points a stern finger against the hard table. “I told you I had that handled.” 
“No, you didn’t,” Tobias argues. “You gave up on her, Dad. I had to do something.” 
“You’re wrong, son,” Charlie says. “Mary was my daughter — my blood. I never gave up on her for a moment. The day she disappeared…” His voice falls and he pauses for a moment of silent regret. 
“You should have done more,” Tobias interrupts. “I went out there, I asked questions. I found out who she was with that night, but you ignored that evidence in favor of moving on.” 
“It wouldn’t have made a difference, Tobias,” he replies. 
“That sounds a lot like giving up to me, Dad.” 
“The moment I saw her laying in that hospital bed, my daughter was gone. It wasn’t until—” He stops and he briefly looks at me. My heart breaks even more. I can barely even feel it beating in my chest. There’s nothing but the slow tap you hear from a marching drummer as he fades off into the distance. Charlie forces his attentions back to Tobias. “And now, the last of my family is in too deep and it’s too late for me to do anything about it, because you’re right — Rick has taken over the Kings, he’s infiltrated the Alphas, and he’s starting a war. Lillian figured it out and came to me because she can’t trust anyone else — including the two of you.”
“We’re on the same side,” Tobias says. 
“Try telling her that. All she knows is that her ex-boyfriend’s son and stepdaughter both showed up around the same time with a bunch of Kings following close behind them.”
“Why let Rick compete in the tournament then?” I ask. 
“To keep an eye on him,” he answers. “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. Same reason she let you into the Dames.” 
Tobias pushes himself out of his chair and starts pacing around the kitchen. “We’re the ones that told her Rick was a problem,” he bites. 
“I guess that backfired on her, didn’t it?” I say. 
“Not yet, but it’s going to.” Charlie shakes his head. “Like I said, there’s nothing I can do without alerting the authorities, but if I do that, the both of you go down with her.”
“So, we settle this the way she wanted,” Tobias mutters. “The old-fashioned way.” 
“What do you mean, Tobias?” I ask. 
He scratches his jaw, his forehead creased from thought. “We stay and finish the tournament,” he answers.
“You can’t fight him now—” 
“It’s just one more fight, Claire,” he says, looking at me.
“A fight that was rigged from the start!” I argue. “He knows you, Tobias. He’s studied you and now, we know why. He knew you’d interfere. That’s why he went to Pike for training so he would know how to take you out.”
“Then I’ll have to show him something new,” he says before bolting out of the room. 
“Tobias!” I shout after him, but I’m too broken up to get out of my chair. The front door opens and closes quickly. I look at Charlie. “What else did Lillian say?” I ask him. 
“She said…” He pauses. “She said that she was sorry it got this far.” 
I can’t help it, but a laugh teases my throat. “Yeah… me, too.”
“I can’t say I’m surprised though,” he says. “Things in life tend to go full circle sometimes. Lily was a face I hoped I’d never have to see again.” 
I nod. No wonder Lillian thought I was interesting. It had nothing to do with my relationship to Tobias, or Rick for that matter. She kept me close because of my connection with Thomas, the man that built an empire with the sole purpose of crushing hers. I’m his stepdaughter. I could easily have been sent here to get close to her, to become a Dame, and recruit Kings into the Alphas without her ever knowing. It’d be a perfect plan if it actually happened that way. 
Thomas moved on. He remarried a different woman, one that had nothing to do with the Kings or the Alphas. He abandoned his old pet project to settle down and passed the torch onto his son. He found himself a new Lillian, one to control and rule over like the Kings he once created. My mother may have changed his life, but he certainly hasn’t changed his ways. 
I blink with new clarity, the realization rattling my bones. “Charlie, where is my mother?” 
He pauses with a sigh on his breath. “Claire…”
“You know where she is,” I accuse. “Don’t you?”
His eyes hold mine, each one a comforting, green light. “I contacted her after I overheard your phone call—” 
“You’ve known this whole time where she is and you didn’t tell me?”
“That wasn’t my secret to tell, Claire,” he says with a calm, soothing voice. “She didn’t want you to know yet.” 
“Why not?” 
“I don’t know.”
My lips tremble. “Is she okay?” 
“She’s fine,” he nods. “I got in touch with some friends and found her a new place to stay. Somewhere safe.” 
Tears sting my eyes. A crushing weight falls from my mind, shattering into a thousand tiny pieces. My mother is safe and — more importantly — alive. “Thank you,” I tell him. 
“It wasn’t easy to convince her. She’s just as stubborn as you are.”
I laugh and wipe a tear from my cheek. “Yeah, she is…” 
“I feel like I may have made this whole situation worse,” he says. “Thomas is not going to be happy that I helped another one of his girls escape him.” 
“It’s better than leaving her there,” I say. 
“I agree.” 
“Does he know where she is?” 
He shakes his head. “No.” 
“Is there any way he can find her?” 
“No,” he says again. “Not unless she slips up or wants to be found — and judging by the state I found her in, I really don’t think she does.”
“How bad was it?” I ask slowly, scared of the answer. 
He takes a breath. “Looked a bit like you, first night we met…” 
Bruised and broken.

“Thank you, Charlie,” I tell him again. 
“She misses you,” he says. 
“I miss her, too.” I wipe a tear off my eye before it falls. “I want to see her.”
“I can arrange that,” he nods. “Maybe not right now, but… soon.” 
“Okay,” I breathe, nodding my head with him.
He sighs and the ends of his lips twitch. “So, Tobias made Alpha?” he asks. 
I smile. “Yeah, he did.” 
“Well…” His eyes go soft, filled with distant memories. “She would have been proud of him,” he says. 
 
***
 
I step into the barn and slowly slide the door closed behind me. The air is silent, but I know he’s here.
“Tobias.” I say his name, hoping that he’ll turn around and look at me, but he just stands there, eyes forward, staring at the old punching bag in the corner with his thick, inked arms crossed over his chest. 
The sun barely sits above the horizon, just moments away from casting the world into darkness. I leave the lights off and step closer to him. I know this place so well now, my feet carry my across the barn without bumping into any equipment. 
“So,” I begin, clearing my throat, “is that offer to get out of here still on the table? Because it doesn’t sound all that bad right now.” 
He pivots a little on his feet, but slides back into his original position with his eyes on the bag. “You know…” he whispers, “I think about her every time I stand in front of this thing.” 
“You do?” I ask. 
“I don’t even mean to,” he says. “It’s just… a habit. Just a flash of memory and then she’s gone.”
I move in a little closer to him. I land within arm’s reach, but I keep my hands to myself. “I’m sorry,” I say. 
“My mother, she…” he pauses and reaches up to scratch his nose. “She used to tell me that a man never starts a fight, but he always wins one.” His lips curl. “Makes a little more sense now.” 
“She sounds like fun.”
“She was,” he replies. “From what I remember of her, anyway.” He finally turns to look at me with a grave expression, made worse by the dark shadows of his features. “I can’t leave now, Claire.” 
I sigh. “I figured.” 
“My mother built this,” he says. “I can’t walk away from it knowing that. Not anymore.” 
I shuffle my feet against the ground below me, the urge to run still tingling in my toes. “You didn’t start this fight,” I say with a slow nod, “but you’ll finish it.” 
“And I’ll win,” he says. “Then I’ll go wherever you want to go.” 
“Let’s hope it’ll be that easy.” 
He lays both hands on my cheeks, forcing me to look at him. “I need you to trust me, Claire.”
“I always have.” 
Tobias nods, his green eyes reflecting fresh moonlight back at me. His hands slide down my neck and come to rest softly on my shoulders. “We need to contact Lillian,” he says.
“Tomorrow,” I say. I turn my head and lay it against his chest. He instantly embraces me, holding me close with his strong arms. “I don’t want to think about this tonight.”
I feel him nod. His lips graze my forehead. His nose smells my hair. He holds me like I’m precious, valuable. Like this is the last time he’ll ever hold me so close. “I’m sorry we never got around to that date,” he says. 
I laugh. “Seems so unimportant now.” 
“It’s not. It’s more important now than ever.” 
I raise my head to look at him. “Then let’s go.” 
“Go where?” he asks. 
“Doesn’t matter,” I say, breaking free of his embrace. I walk over to the motorbike and grab my small, black helmet off the seat. “Let’s go for a ride.” 
Tobias follows me to the bike. “You sure?”
“Absolutely.” I flash him a warm smile and push myself up onto my toes to kiss him. 
He grabs me as I pull away and kisses me back with a firm kiss. His hands slowly rise to my face and he caresses my skin with the tips of his thumbs. “I love you so much,” he whispers. 
My pulse beats with a steady rhythm, sending a rush of blood to my cheeks.
 
***
 
The arena is already full of people by the time we reach St. Louis. 
The air is thick with anticipation, sweat, and fear. It’s the final fight of the year, the one that will determine the Alpha. This usually brings the largest crowd of any fight, but I can tell by Amy’s intense eyes that she’s never seen anything like this before. 
We can hear them screaming from inside Lillian’s office. The walls pound from the noise, each member of the crowd hungry for violence and chaos.
The Untouchable vs. The Unbreakable. 
Two Alphas in combat to reclaim the title. It’s like a dream come true for them. A match made in MMA heaven. It doesn’t matter that they’re cousins. It doesn’t matter that it’s my life in the middle of it all. Although, if they knew all of that, I’m sure it would just make them scream louder.
Lillian Tombs stands before us with her arms crossed, leaning back against her desk. The dark rings around her eyes prove she’s hardly slept in days, no doubt lying awake all hours of the night, scared of what the darkness might bring her. She looks around the room at each of us as she speaks, glancing in the eyes of the last members of her inner circle she feels she can trust. There’s Tobias and myself, along with the other Dames minus Kimi and Lisa, who have been tasked with working the doors. 
“I’ve brought in some extra security,” Lillian says. “You’ve no doubt noticed the crowd out there…” 
“You should have just canceled this whole damn thing…” Veronica speaks with a shaking voice. 
“I can’t do that,” Lillian says. 
“Why not?” Veronica looks around the room, her eyes wild with fear. “They’ve already taken over half the state. It’s only a matter of time until they take St. Louis as well. This was great while it lasted, Lillian, but we’re done. It’s over.” 
“I will not bow down to these animals and neither will any of you,” Lillian says, her voice firm and steady. “This is our sport. This is our state. These are our fighters and they’re loyal to us.”
“Are you sure about that?” Heather asks. 
Lillian’s eyes fall on Tobias. “Show them a bit of strength and they’ll follow. Yes, I’m sure.” 
Veronica scoffs. “A bit of strength?” She takes a quick step towards him, her heel clicking loudly against the floor. “He’s already lost once to this guy. What makes you think he can beat him now?” 
Tobias stays silent, but I see his jaw flexing beneath his skin. There’s hesitation on Lillian’s lips before she pushes herself off her desk and walks over to Tobias. “Can you do this?” she asks him. 
I watch his eyes, so sure and confident. “Yes,” he answers. 
Lillian takes a deep breath. “Take him down,” she says, her eyes locked on his. “We’ll take care of the rest.” 
“Yes, ma’am.” 
I quiver as a wave of nausea strikes my gut. 
Lillian pulls the office door open and gestures for everyone to follow her outside. I linger behind Tobias’ shoulder, waiting for them to travel out of earshot. “What if he sees this coming?” I ask him. 
He looks at me with steady eyes. “He probably has,” he answers. 
“That doesn’t seem to bother you as much as it bothers me…” I note. 
Lillian pauses in the doorway and glances back at the two of us. “No matter how many of them are out there right now…” she says to me, “we have more.” 
“What makes you so sure?” I ask. 
Her lips curl with a knowing smile. “I just am,” she says. She turns to leave, but Tobias reaches out and grabs her wrist. 
“Just so you know—” He looks into her surprised eyes. “After tonight, we’re done.” 
Lillian’s eyes bounce between us as a subtle look of understanding fills them. “Your mother probably would have been pissed I let you into the Alphas in the first place,” she shrugs, gently pulling her hand free of his grasp. “Help me reclaim my territory and I’ll never bother you again.” 
“My father, too.”
“Of course.” She blinks softly and she looks at me. “I suppose this includes you as well?”
“Yes.” Tobias answers for me, giving Lillian’s face a glint of amusement as she gages my silent reaction. 
“I’ll let you two work that one out,” she says. “Whatever you decide, I’ll abide.” She clears her throat and glides off without another word, leaving the two of us alone in her office. 
I look to the floor and close my eyes. I fill my mind with all sorts of fantasies, anything that will pull me out of this moment. My mother and I sit at a coffee shop in downtown Chicago. I lie awake in the loft with a book in my hands and headphones in my ears. I dig my nails in Tobias’ back as he thrusts me just a little bit harder. 
“Claire, look at me.”
I curse the sound of his voice as the images melt from my mind. His face fills my vision, even more perfect and flawless than its ever been. “I’m so sorry, Tobias,” I whisper. 
“For what?” he asks. 
“Everything,” I shrug. “If it weren’t for me, this wouldn’t be happening.” 
“You give yourself too much credit,” he says. “This feud goes back fifteen years. The Kings would have tried to overthrow the Alphas whether you were involved or not.” 
“But Rick—” 
“Rick is a pawn, Claire,” he says. “Sent in to do a coward’s dirty work.”
“He probably wouldn’t have been so willing to do it if I—” 
“Claire, stop,” he interrupts me. “He made his choice.” 
“Do you still think he deserves to die for that choice?” I ask him. 
“He hurt you,” Tobias answers. “He deserves worse.” 
I bite my lip, torn in two by my own feelings. “You should get going—” 
“Claire—” He grabs my wrist to keep me from leaving. “I need you to do something for me.” 
“What?” I ask. 
Tobias loosens his grip and shifts his hands to my cheeks. “Kiss me,” he whispers. 
He pulls me closer and I feel his warm lips on mine. I kiss him back, hoping to somehow freeze time and stay like this forever with him. “I love you, Tobias,” I whisper, fighting the tears from spilling down my cheeks. 
“Tobias…” We turn to see Amy standing at end of the hall. “They’re ready for you.” 
He looks down at me and lays his forehead against mine. “I love you, Claire,” he replies, his voice so low I can barely even hear him. “You’re my strength, you know that, right?” 
“I know,” I say. 
“Stay close to Amy,” he says. “If something happens, I’ll find you.” 
I kiss him one more time. “Go,” I nod. “Go before I don’t let you go at all.” 
He smiles and stands up tall. “You know, I really like bossy Claire…”
I watch him leave. I can feel each step he takes in my chest, every single one of them a painful stab to the heart. “Tobias—” He pauses at the door. “Kick his ass.”
He smiles again before pushing the door open and a loud cacophony of shouts and whistles greets him as he enters the arena. 
 
 



Chapter 14
The Unbreakable
 
“Ladies and gentlemen!” 
Lillian’s voice calls above the fray. She stands in the center of the ring with her hands on her hips and a fake smile on her face, unlike every other time I’ve seen her speak to her adoring public. The last few days have taken quite the toll on Lillian Tombs. I glance around the crowd, noticing the hushed whispers from the regulars. They see it, too. They know there’s something wrong. 
“Welcome to the fight you’ve all be dying to see!” 
A roaring applause fills our ears as Tobias and Rick take the stage behind Lillian. I look at Amy next to me as her own eyes scan the room, on alert for anything out of the ordinary. 
“Last year’s Alpha is back to reclaim his title,” she continues. “This will be Tobias the Untouchable’s final battle in the Midwest Alphas.” A series of boos interrupts her voice and she pauses to let the sound sink in, no doubt hoping it will change Tobias’ mind. He stares straight ahead without flinching. His mind will never be changed, but I give her credit for trying. “But first…” Lillian pauses. “Let’s talk about Rick the Unbreakable.” 
The audience erupts, waving their arms and chanting Rick’s name as his lips twitch with delight. Lillian raises a finger to her bright, red lips and the voices quickly settle down. “He is a fierce fighter. A memorable opponent.” She pauses in front of him with her chin held high. “But he does not deserve the title he holds,” she says, staring him down. He stares back at her with a smug expression, not the least bit jarred by the accusation.
I turn to Amy and she stares back at me with the same confusion. “What is she doing?” I ask. 
“I don’t know,” she replies.
“Most of you have heard of the Double Ex Kings.” Lillian turns away from him and speaks to the silent room. “Some of you might even be loyal to them.”
“More than some.” 
Amy and I twist around to find Ryan lingering behind our shoulders. Her mouth drops. “Ryan, what—” 
“Shh!” he urges, his eyes shifting around us behind his hooded sweater. “Turn back around. Don’t look at me.” 
We do as we’re told and look back to the cage. I look to Tobias, but he’s too busy staring at Lillian to notice who’s behind us. I bite my lip in fear, instantly picturing a knife at my back again. 
“Ryan, what’s going on?” Amy asks, facing forward.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” he says. “But there are a lot of people here that will.”
“How many are we talking here?” I ask. 
“Too many.” 
Lillian raises her voice. “I’m not going to ask you all to leave,” she says. “Because I want all of you, Kings and Alphas alike, to witness this fight. I want you all to see what happens when you mess with the Midwest Alphas.” She spins back around and faces Rick. Her lips move. The faint sound of her voice fills the space between them, but it’s far too low to hear what she’s saying. 
“I have to get you two out of here,” Ryan says. “Now.” 
“I’m not going anywhere,” I say, watching Tobias’ face. “Especially not with you.” 
“Look, Claire,” he says, “I totally get where you’re coming from and all, but we don’t really have time to chit chat about it.” 
“You’re a King,” Amy spits, clearly not caring who hears her. “What makes you think we’d trust you?”
“Because it was Lillian that sent me to get you out of here.”
I turn around, ignoring his command not to. “What did you just say?” 
“Not a whole lot of time to explain that either, Claire,” he says. “I just need you to trust me on this one.”
I look at Tobias again and I shake my head. “No,” I say. “I’m not leaving with you.”
Ryan sighs. “Yeah, she told me you’d probably say that. Look around you right now. Do you see any other Dames anywhere?” 
I glance around, searching the crowd for Veronica and Heather, but neither of them are in sight. Even Lisa and Kimi have disappeared from their stations by the doors. I look at Amy and she shakes her head. 
“Where are they?” she asks him. 
“Like I said… Lillian sent me to get you all out.” 
“Why you?” I ask. 
He signs again, rolling his eyes. “It’s a long story, but obviously, I’m not a very good Double Ex King…” he mutters quietly through his teeth. “Now, if you don’t mind… it’s time to go.” 
“Where are we going?” Amy asks. 
“Someplace safe.” 
I look at the ring as Lillian brings her metal whistle to her lips. Tobias and Rick stand in opposite corners, each of them in their fighting stances. “No,” I say. “I’m staying here.” 
“How about I come back for you then? Okay?” Ryan says with a defeated tone as he grips Amy’s arm. “Come on, Amy.” 
“Claire…”
“It’s all right, Amy. You go,” I nod. 
“Just keep your head down,” Ryan warns me. “The Kings know your face.” He guides Amy away, leaving me alone in the pulsing crowd as the whistle calls.
I step closer to the ring, sliding between shoulders as I go. Tobias holds his fists in front of his face, just like he always taught me to do. He told me he protected his face because Charlie would notice the bruises if he didn’t. I suppose he doesn’t have to worry about that anymore now that his father knows everything. 
My pulse quickens in my chest as I look down his body. Even in a moment like this, I find him completely irresistible in those tight, black shorts. His chest glistens with a thin layer of nervous sweat covering his bruised, inked skin. Deep scabs line his side where the cage sliced him open two weeks ago, healing slower than they should. I feel a smile hidden beneath my lips, just barely reaching the surface of me, squashed down by the dark dread plaguing my guts.
Rick darts forward and throws the first punch at Tobias’ face, an easily countered jab that does little to rattle him. He pushes Rick away, but he quickly doubles back for a second punch. It’s a glancing blow, just barely grazing Tobias’ ear as he jerks his head out of the way. Tobias raises his foot and kicks Rick backward into the metal cage. 
The crowd screams with delight, but I’m not as easily swayed. It’s painfully obvious that Rick isn’t even trying. He’s killing time, drawing out the fight with slow hooks and jabs, but for what?
I look around me, searching for anything out of the ordinary. My eyes fall on others in the sea of men, their rugged, expressionless features a dead giveaway of their intentions. Ryan said there were others. As I count them and the number climbs higher in my head, the threat finally sinks in. 
I’m surrounded. 
I keep my fists at my sides as I push through the crowd, slowly easing towards the cage with my face down low. My eyes drift towards Tobias, but his laser-focus won’t budge from Rick’s determined face. I see the wheels spinning in his head, wondering what move Rick will pull next. I silently urge him to look at me, to see my eyes and read my mind, but it’s not his eyes that turn my way. 
The sudden shift in Rick’s gaze turns my blood cold. His eyes find mine instantly and he shoots me a clever smile before kicking off the mat and slamming his foot against Tobias’ jaw.
I gasp as he tumbles to the floor. “Tobias—!” I scream. I’m several feet away from the cage, but my voice refuses to travel to his ears. He shakes his head as he pulls himself up, no doubt dizzy and disoriented from the lightning fast kick. 
Rick takes the chance to throw another fast punch, but Tobias knocks him back again, this time keeping a firm grip on his wrist to hold him close. Tobias jerks Rick off balance and lands a quick chop to Rick’s throat. 
Rick’s face instantly turns red as he falls to his knees and struggles to breathe. Adrenaline pounds in my ears and I’d be lying if I said it didn’t bring me great pleasure to watch Rick on the ground, coughing and gasping for air. 
Tobias steps forward and draws his fist back to strike Rick while he’s down. The blow knocks Rick closer to the floor. Blood spills from his nose, crawling down his face to drip onto his pecks. Rick pushes himself up onto his knees, fighting hard to regain his balance, but Tobias spins on his heal and uses the fierce momentum to deliver a clean kick against his cheek. 
My ears twitch. It’s the faintest sound, lost in the thick air of the arena, but I’ve heard it far too many times not to notice. I step closer to confirm my suspicions. 
Rick is laughing. 
Tobias reaches down and grabs a fistful of Rick’s hair before pulling him up onto his shaking feet. He holds him steady, forcing Rick to look at him while his chuckle intensifies. I reach the cage, pushing in as close as I can, hoping to hear the words on Tobias’ lips, but I can’t make out any of it. 
Rick says something back to him and Tobias’ eyes fall on me. 
I freeze, crushed by the weight of his stare. There’s an anger in his green eyes, but he sets it aside for the shortest of moments as he studies my face.
Trust. Strength. Love. I feel everything he feels, every thought he thinks.
Rick’s lips move, filling Tobias’ ears, and the anger returns to his eyes. 
Tobias spins and forces Rick back down to his knees. I bite my lip to keep from screaming, knowing that there’s a voice inside of me that would beg him to stop. I keep it silent, preparing myself for what’s to come. 
Tobias holds Rick by the neck, his fingers digging hard into his flesh. Rick’s cheeks turn blue. The crowd screams with jubilation, each one of them overwhelmed by the spectacle, wondering if this will end the way they think it will. They scream louder as Tobias punches Rick’s purple face. A red mist covers his hand. I honestly can’t tell if it’s all Rick’s blood or a little bit of Tobias’, too. 
I gasp as the lights go black, plunging the entire arena into darkness. 
Panic rolls through the audience, screams of confusion filling my ears. I grip the cage and hold myself against it while the stampeding feet charge towards the nearest exits, their paths lit up by the blue screens of their phones. I blink repeatedly, hoping to trick my eyes into adjusting to the sudden shift of darkness, but I can’t see a thing past the blurred, dim lights of touch screens. 
“Tobias!” I cry out. Shadows dance behind the cage, but they’re both far too similar in height and weight for me to determine who is whom as they both continue trading blows. 
Running feet fire passed me, knocking me loose. My trembling fingers let go of the cage and I stumble to the floor. I shove their bodies away as they kick and stomp on me, struggling through the pain to get back on my feet.
I look up as small sabers of light pierce the darkness. Flashlights turn on one-by-one at random in the crowd. They cast the round lights onto the faces of those rushing by them, focusing on women alone. 
Keep your head down. The Kings know your face.
I duck under the panic, forcing my hair down to obscure my features. The bright lights catch my eyes and leave auras on my vision, making me more lost than ever in the surging panic.
A hand grasps my wrist. Strong fingers, damp with sweat, tug hard at me to pull me out of danger. 
Tobias.
I follow his feet as he leads me towards the back, his iron grip never wavering no matter how many shoulders I blindly bump into. He kicks the black door open and pushes me inside the deserted hallway leading to the locker rooms and offices in the back. 
“Tobias…” I breathe his name, happy to be able to hear my own voice behind the closed door, and fall into his thick arms. 
“No, Claire…” 
The rumble of his voice charges through my body, reigniting the fear in me. I push away from him, throwing myself back against the wall as he flicks his flashlight on to illuminate the small space between us. 
Tears tumble down my cheeks, but I can still easily make out the face of Pike the Punisher. 



Chapter 15
Everyone’s Got Their Demons
 
“Claire, we need to talk.” 
I spin on my heels, determined to run away from him, but he easily catches up with me. “Let me go!” I scream, kicking my feet as he raises me off the ground. 
Pike hugs me tightly against his chest from behind. “Calm down!” he shouts into my ear. “Or I’ll snap your little neck like a fucking twig—” 
I brace myself for pain and slam my head back to bash his nose. His grip loosens enough for me to slide from his grasp. I rub the back of my skull, feeling the fresh lump growing, but I ignore the red in my vision to get moving again. Pike drops his flashlight as he stumbles backward, his hands covering his busted nose. I reach for the light and flick it off before bolting down the hallway, obscured in total darkness. I use my memory, recalling the locations of doors as I push them open in the dark to confuse him before rushing into the locker room.
“Claire!” 
I ignore his shouts and continue my run through the room, bumping into benches and walls as I go. Pain shoots through my toes with each stub, but I hold my lips together to keep from crying out. I feel the walls, searching for another door or an exit, anything that will get me as far away from Pike as possible. 
“Claire!” 
His voice echoes through the locker room, startling me enough to drop the flashlight. I curse under my breath as it clatters to the floor.
“I know you’re in here!” he shouts. 
I lower to the floor to grab the light and force my back into a dark corner with no idea of where I am. The walls around me offer a little comfort, but the sound of his boots stomping around keep me on edge. 
“I just want to talk to you, Claire.” 
I hold my breath, but the air shoots loudly out of my nostrils. I cover my face with my hands, but that just makes it worse. It’s only a matter of time until he finds me. I can’t stay in this location. I have to move. I have to think fast. I have to—
“I didn’t come here to hurt you,” Pike says, his voice echoing throughout the room. “We’re just two old friends hashing it out…” 
My sense of hearing clicks, pinpointing his location nearby. I steady my breathing, forcing only smooth, deliberate breaths as I raise the flashlight above my head. I throw it hard and it sails through the darkness until it strikes a locker across the room and clatters to the floor.
Pike’s feet rush towards the sound and I move quickly in the opposite direction, keeping light on my toes. 
“What are you going to do?” he asks out of frustration. “You going to go back out there? They’re looking for you, Claire, and they’re a heck of a lot scarier than I am. I don’t like your chances.” 
I pause against a new corner, steading myself against the walls. “If you want to talk, then talk!” I shout, a charge of courage teasing my nerves. His boots click in my direction. I focus on the sound and move again to the next corner away from him. 
“Okay, then…” he says, following my voice. I push on, keeping my distance from him while he speaks. “I think the two of us can come to an arrangement, Claire. There’s no reason why we both can’t come out on top here.” 
“What kind of arrangement?” I ask, buying time until I can find the door again. 
His heals spin to face me, but he doesn’t move from his spot. “Simply put,” he begins, “I want back in the Alphas.” 
“What makes you think I have any say in that?” 
“You don’t,” he replies. “But Lillian does.” 
“Then why don’t you ask her?” I ask.
“I have.”
“You have your answer then.” 
He sighs. “I met Lillian when I was twelve years old, Claire. She got me off the streets, gave me a purpose. A life. Loyalty like that doesn’t change overnight.” 
“If you’re so loyal to the Alphas,” I say, “then why did you stab Tobias last year?” 
He laughs. “See, now you’re asking the right questions.” His heels tap the floor. “What could possibly have happened to make me do that?” 
“I know what happened,” I scoff. “Rick promised you twenty minutes alone with me.” 
Pike pauses, the long silence filling the air. “Is that what you think?” He chuckles. “You’re cute, Claire — but you’re hardly worth stabbing a guy over.”
I settle into a corner, listening closely to his words. “Then why?” 
“Come with me and I’ll tell you,” he says. 
“Not a chance.” 
“Claire—” A dull light turns on and the screen of his phone illuminates his face in the dark. With a quick flick of his thumb, he enables the camera light and I gasp at the sudden, bright beam shining into my eyes. I stand still, frozen in the corner as he walks towards me. He pauses a few feet away and turns the light away so I can see him. “If I really wanted to hurt you, you’d be dead by now.” 
“What do you want?” I ask. 
“I already told you,” he says, shadows moving across his face in the dark. “I want back in the Alphas.” 
“Then why join the Double Ex Kings?” I ask. 
“I didn’t really join the Kings,” he says. “I’d rather drop dead than do that.” 
“Then why did you train Rick?” 
Pike drops the light to his side. “Rick came to me after the last tournament,” he says. “His offer was intriguing; Train him to win the tournament and we split his winnings sixty-forty in favor of moi, but it smelled a little fishy. Didn’t take long for me to figure out who his father was.” 
“Thomas,” I nod. 
“The original King himself.” Pike clicks his tongue. “I confronted Rick myself about that and he admitted everything to me. Caved like a wimp, but he’s an Eastwood, so I wasn’t at all surprised.” I glare at him and he grins at the oh-so-clever stab at Tobias’ kin. “He thought I’d be looking for revenge after Lillian blacklisted me — and hell, I may have even thought about it a few times, but…” He shakes his head. “Lillian did what she thought she had to do to protect her Alphas and her image and I respect that.”
“Still doesn’t explain why you stabbed Tobias in the first place,” I point out.
“Ahh…” he nods. “That brings us to Mary Eastwood.” 
“Mary?” I ask. “What about her?” 
“Mary’s a mistake I’ll live with for the rest of my life. I’m not proud of it,” he says with dark eyes, “but that’s not good enough for Tobias. He wants me put away—” 
“You deserve it.” 
“That may be true,” he says. “However, there are certain people that think otherwise.”
“Like who?” I ask. 
“Didn’t it ever seem odd to him that the police gave up so soon?” he asks. “Did it never occur to him that maybe someone really powerful went to great lengths to cover up what happened to Mary?” 
“You’re lying,” I whisper.
“No, Claire. I’m not. You see… loyalty is a real bitch. In order to prove it, sometimes you have to do some real fucked up things — things you might not have even considered you were ever capable of…”
“What did she do?” I ask, the answer dangling right in front of me. 
“Well…” Pike clears his throat. “It was either let her star fighter go to jail and put the entire Midwest Alpha league in jeopardy… or—” 
“She wouldn’t have…” 
“Claire, you know nothing about Lillian Tombs,” he says. “Yes, she would have. And she did.”
“No,” I shake my head. “Lillian would never do that to Charlie’s daughter. She went to him for help — he saved her life. She owes him.”
“Oh, there’s no doubt in my mind the decision won’t haunt her to the grave,” he says, “but that’s how it went down. After what happened to Mary, I went to Lillian, and she took care of it for me.”
I fight my tears from spilling over. “Why are you telling me this?” 
“After that, I was indebted to her — even more so than I already was,” he continues. “Everything would have gone back to normal but… then Tobias started sticking his nose in places it didn’t belong. He was asking questions, digging for clues. He even joined the Alphas himself. He got pretty close to figuring it out — too close — until…” He grins. “Until a little brown-haired girl moved in across the hall and he got a little distracted.” 
I flash back to the night Tobias and I met, recalling his intense eyes staring at me in the dark. There was so much to him I didn’t understand back then. I just had to know more about him, even when every instinct told me to stay away. 
“We thought it was over,” Pike continues. “He had a damsel to distress over and eventually, he’d forget all about it, but then… then Mary died and Lillian panicked.” 
“What do you mean, she panicked?” I ask. 
The lights flicker on above us, sending a jolt down my spine as my eyes quickly readjust to the bright lights. Pike shuts his phone down and slides it back into his pocket. “Well,” he says, “let’s just say that your boy Rick isn’t the only one that wanted Tobias put down that night.” 
I let a tear fall down my cold cheek. Everything inside of me wants to deny his words, to call him a liar, but the word weighs heavy on my tongue. 
“We should get out of here,” he says, gesturing towards the door. I hesitate and press my back even harder against the wall. “Claire, either you leave with me right now, or they find you. Choose the lesser of two evils here…” 
“Where are we going?” I ask. 
“To find Tobias,” he says. “Considering the circumstances, it’s the least I can do. I suppose I do owe you one. You did keep him from slitting my throat last year.” 
“Then what?” I tremble. “I’m assuming you told me all of this because you want something in return, right?” 
Pike rolls his shoulders back. “It’s simple,” he answers. “You get Tobias to abandon the Mary investigation — for good — and I’ll deal with your Rick problem.” 
“That’s not simple—” 
“Make it simple, Claire,” he growls. “Make it happen and I’ll even sweeten the deal by promising you that Lillian will never try and off any more of your extended family. You have my word on that.” 
“If all of this is true, then Lillian can’t just let you back into the Alphas,” I point out. “It’ll look suspicious if she reinstates you. You were publicly banned.” 
“And for good reason,” he agrees. “But I just spent the last six months hanging out with the Double Ex Kings. I know where they are, what they’re planning, and most importantly, who they are — including which members of the Alphas turned their coats, of which there are many. Should be more than enough to justify her decision to bring me back, but it’s only going to stick if you play your part.” He takes a short step forward to tower over me. “Get your Alpha to play nice and we all walk away from this happy as clams.”
“Believe me,” I say, “nothing about this will make Tobias happy.” 
He smirks. “I think you’ll come up with something to keep him satisfied.” I slink away from him, cowering from his warm breath. “Shall we?” he asks, gesturing again towards the door. 
I step off the wall. “What about Rick?” I ask him. “What are you going to do to him?”
“You let me worry about that,” he sighs, his voice full of impatience. “Clock is ticking, girlfriend. You in or out?”
I don’t have enough time to think this through. My head tells me not to trust him. Pike is not a good man. He’s responsible for a lot of heartache in Tobias’ life — either directly or indirectly. He’s even threatened me in the past. There’s no way I can trust him. For all I know, he’s leading me into a trap, but my guts tell me otherwise. Someone’s hands will be coated in blood before all of this is over. I’d rather it be Pike’s hands than Tobias’, assuming he hasn’t killed Rick already.
“Lead the way,” I say.
“Stay close to me,” he says. “Keep your voice down. No real reason or anything, I just don’t like the sound of it.”
I roll my eyes and follow him to the door. We step into the quiet, deserted hallway and Pike signals me to stand back as he pushes the door to the arena open to peek inside. I step up onto my toes to look around him and I catch sight of the fresh blood splattered on the white floor of the empty, octagonal cage.
“What happened out there tonight?” I whisper. 
He flexes his jaw with annoyance and closes the door. “Rick planned a fail safe,” he says. “Win or lose — he was taking you home with him tonight.” He looks back at me and smiles. “Trip the power, cause a panic, snatch you up, and deliver you to him. That was my job. I was supposed to wait until the fight was over, but…” he shrugs, “that fight got boring.”
“Is that where we’re going right now?” I ask, my heart racing. “You going to deliver me?” 
“No — have you not been paying attention?” he snips at me. “I mean — Yeah, if you rejected my offer, sure…” 
“Where are the other Dames?” 
“I don’t know.”
“Ryan was gathering us up during the fight,” I say. “Said Lillian told him to take us someplace safe.” 
He pauses. “Ryan— Ryan Weiss?” 
“Yeah…” I say, watching his reaction closely. “Why?”
He stares at me as if I were an idiot child. “A Double Ex King waltzes up to you, claims he’s working with Lillian, and you just believe him?”
“He and Amy have been… secretly dating,” I explain. “She seemed to trust him.” 
“Amy…” he sighs and scratches the back of his head. “Can’t say I’m surprised… Well, let’s hope he was telling the truth then — or else you might be the last Dame alive and if that’s the case, then we’re both screwed.” 
The words send shivers down my spine. “You don’t think they’d really kill the Alpha Dames, do you?”
“Maybe.” He looks back into the arena. “I think Rick’s a crazy son-of-a-bitch, spawned from an even crazier son-of-a-bitch…” 
“That coming from you?” I point out. 
Pike cranes his neck, peeking back at me with a smirk. “Everyone’s got their demons, Claire. Even you and especially Tobias.”
I pause, struck by a sudden clarity. “Hang on a second.” I walk back down the hall to Lillian’s office and push open the door. 
The office sits deserted. I move quickly and snatch my phone out of my purse hanging off the arm of the sofa. It instantly vibrates in my hand, the most recent of at least a dozen missed calls. 
“It’s Amy,” I say, reading the screen. 
“Find out where she is,” Pike says, lingering in the doorway. 
I hold the phone to my ear. “Amy?” I answer. 
“Holy fucking Christ,” Amy sighs loudly. “Where the hell are you, Claire?” 
“I’m in Lillian’s office.” There’s a scuffle of voices as her phone exchanges hands. 
“Claire?”
“Tobias?” My heart lurches in my chest. I close my eyes to savor the sound of his voice. “Thank god…” I mutter. 
“Where are you? Are you okay?” he asks. 
“I’m fine,” I say, quickly glancing up at Pike leaning against the door frame. “Sort of…”
“Stay where you are—” 
Pike reaches out and snatches the phone from my hand to hold against his ear. “Hello, Tobias,” he greets, a smile teasing his lips. “What? No, she’s fine. She just said she’s fine.” He rolls his eyes at me. “Yes, you are a very scary man,” he bites with sarcasm. “Then meet us at my gym and make sure Lillian’s with you. Think you can handle that, or do I need to repeat it slowly so you can write it down?” He pauses, listening for a response. “Good. See you soon.” 
I take my phone back from him. “Was that really necessary?” 
“No, just fun,” he says. “He says Rick’s boys have populated the lot out front. Luckily, I parked in the back —” he glances down my body with piercing eyes, “— as usual.” 
My nose curls. “Really?” 
“Sorry. Bad habit,” he says. He points to the exit down the hall passed the locker rooms. “Let’s go.”
 
***
 
I sit on the edge of a weight bench, keeping my eyes on Pike as he paces around the dark room of his gym. He shifts his attentions about, casting glances from me to the front windows and back again. Each passing minute feels longer than the last, anxiously waiting for the moment when I’ll see Tobias again. 
I bounce my heel impatiently. “You seem nervous…” I note, staring at Pike. 
“A little,” he says, his eyes dropping to watch my foot pop up and down. “Just hoping your boy gets here before they do.” 
“They?” I ask. 
“I was supposed to rendezvous with Rick after the match to hand you over,” he explains. “Obviously, I missed it.” 
I stand up to look out the window. “You think he’ll come here?” 
“Eventually.” Movement pulls our eyes to the street as a homeless man passes by. Pike exhales slowly. “Counting on it, actually. It’ll make hunting him down a whole lot easier…” 
I pause, biting my lip. “What are you going to do when he does show up?” I ask slowly. 
“The less you know the better, Claire.” He glances at me and pivots in my direction. “A little advice… If I were you, I’d get out of town for a while. Separate yourself from all of this.”
“Why?” I ask. “Once Rick’s gone, what do I have to worry about?” 
“Well, that’s the thing about Kings, Claire,” he says. “You cut his head off… and the next one in line steps up.” His eyebrows bounce. “Finally…” 
I look out the window and see Amy’s car pulling into the parking lot with two other cars following close behind. A sigh of relief wrecks my bones as I watch Tobias climb out of the car, clad in jeans and a shirt soaked through with his sweat.
“Claire…” Pike mutters my name and I look back at him. “I told you some pretty sensitive things tonight,” he warns. “I trust you’ll use that information wisely.”
I nod, feeling the full weight of his words on my chest. 
The door flies open and Tobias steps inside. “Claire…” he breathes as he lays eyes on me. He races forward and throws his arms around me. I return his embrace, finding comfort in his warmth. My mind turns blank and I forget everything for one blissful moment with him. I open my eyes and see Pike’s face. It all comes flooding back. 
Tobias pulls back, but keeps me close. Fresh bruises show in the darkness, clouding the skin just below his bottom lip. “What happened?” he asks, holding my face in his hands. 
I glance at Pike again and Tobias follows my gaze. A dark rock settles in the pit of my stomach, telling me to keep quiet. If I tell him now, Tobias may never look at me again. “It’s a long story,” I say. 
“And you’ll have plenty of time to tell it later,” Pike says, closing the door behind the others and locking it tight. Tobias reacts out of instinct and stands between us with a hand hovering next to mine. 
Amy rushes towards me and throws her arms around my neck, knocking the both of us off balance, but we keep upright. I catch sight of Ryan over her shoulder, his eyes just as sincere as hers to see me alive and kicking. 
I look around the room at the others, each one looking more confused than the next, especially Kimi and Lisa. They huddle together in the corner, their wide eyes watching Heather and Veronica, learning everything they can from them. I’m sure when they signed up to become Dames, they never thought anything like this would happen. I sure as hell didn’t. 
Pike walks over to Lillian. “We need to talk,” he tells her. 
“I suppose we do…” she nods. 
He leans in closer to whisper in her ear, keeping his voice low to shield to words from the rest of us. Lillian’s eyes scan the room and quickly fall on Heather’s face. Pike steps away as Lillian’s blank stare turns from confusion into stone. 
“Heather…” she mutters. “How long?” 
All eyes turn to Heather as she shakes her head. “How long what?” she asks. 
“Don’t play dumb,” Pike says, crossing his arms across his chest. “You know what.” 
Heather’s eyes shake in their sockets. I look to the floor. Knowing what I know now, it makes perfect sense. The Kings would have put as many agents in play as possible and not just among the fighters. 
“I’m sorry…” she whispers. “He made me tell him what we were going to do to him—” 
“How long?” Lillian asks her again, her voice coarse and firm. 
“A few months,” Heather whimpers. Veronica takes a quick step away from her, as if Heather were infected by deadly, contagious disease. “Just after they took Joplin, they came to me. They threatened my family, Lillian…”
Lillian steps forward, her feet closing the long gap between them with just a few strides. “I could have helped you and you know it,” she says. 
“I’m so sorry—” Tears stream down her cheeks. 
“You’re done,” Lillian says. “You’ve made your choice.” She pivots on her feet to give Heather room to move. “Get out.” 
“Lillian, please—” 
Pike steps forward and wraps his long fingers around her elbow. “You heard her,” he says, tugging her towards the door. 
“You don’t understand!” Heather shouts. “They’ll come for me. They’ll come for my family!”
I cringe, too scared to listen to her words. Tobias wraps his arm around my shoulder. I fall into his warm touch, but it does little to stop the fear taking over my body. 
Pike opens the door and pushes her out into the street. 
“Anyone else have something they’d like to tell me?” Lillian asks, her teeth pressed together. 
“I didn’t know!” Kimi claims, slinking even farther into the corner. “I swear, I didn’t know!” 
Lillian glances at Pike and he shakes his head. “She’s clean,” he says. He looks at Ryan. “Not too sure about you though…”
Ryan holds up his hands in surrender. “I am an open book,” he says. “Ask me whatever you want.” 
“He’s fine,” Lillian says with narrow eyes, still seething. “Mr. Weiss and I have a previous arrangement.” 
Amy looks at him with shocked eyes and he winks back at her, a smile teasing his playful lips. Her cheeks turn red as relief passes through her eyes. 
“And what about you?” Tobias asks Pike. “You haven’t exactly been a team player lately.” 
Pike grins, his lips casting shadows over his white teeth. “Oh, I think Claire will fill you in,” he says. “For now though, I recommend you two run along. Heather will no doubt alert you-know-who of Claire’s location…” 
“He’s right,” Lillian says. “You should all go. Find somewhere safe.”
Amy steps forward. “What about you?” she asks.
Lillian’s eyes fall on Pike. “I’ll be all right.” She takes a deep breath, her eyelids heavy. The dark circles beneath her eyes have turned a far deeper shade of gray since the night began, exposing her well-hidden age. “I’ll contact you all soon. Until then, keep your heads down and your eyes open.”
Tobias wastes no time and reaches down to grasp my hand in the dark. He says nothing as he pulls me towards the door with Ryan and Amy following close behind us. 
“Claire,” Pike says as we pass by. He lays a soft hand on my shoulder, forcing a touch of rage into Tobias’ eyes. He opens his lips to speak, but he goes quiet instead to speak volumes with his eyes.
“I know,” I say. I hear Pike’s voice in my head, urging me to remember the deal we made. 
Get your Alpha to play nice…
He drops his hand from my shoulder and steps back to let us leave.
Tobias pulls me along with him with a grip so tight and unyielding, my fingertips turn numb.



Epilogue
 
I will not live my life in fear. 
Not again. 
It’s been days since we’ve heard from Amy or Lillian. At this point, even a call from Pike would soothe my senses. I lie awake every night, stirring at every possible sound. A sudden gust of wind or the quiet settling of the house is enough to make me bolt upright. Even when I’m all alone, that cold paranoia comes back and I feel Rick’s eyes on me. I can’t remember the last moment when I couldn’t feel my heart thumping in my chest. I pray for a moment of peace inside Tobias’ arms. 
But he will have none of me. Not after the deal I made. 
I stare out the barn window and watch as the sun slowly inches above the horizon. It’s the last sunrise on Charlie’s farm I’ll see for awhile. I didn’t want to miss it. I’d hoped it would instill a sense of calm, even if only for a fraction of a second, but now I sit in disappointment, listening to my blood pound furiously in my ears.
I jolt as the front door opens and Charlie steps outside onto the front porch. He holds my suitcase in one hand, carrying it towards his red truck in the driveway.
Bright and early, he told me. 
Part of me is thrilled, eager to hit the road so I can see my mother again, but the cost is far too great. 
It’s better this way. I remind myself of this over and over again, but I’m still not sure if I believe it. Rick is still out there. He disappeared after the tournament, much to Pike’s annoyance, but it won’t last. He’ll resurface again and when he does, he’ll be stronger. He’ll learn from his mistakes and he’ll come back for me. He’ll go through anyone that stands in his way in order to do it: Pike, Charlie, Tobias — especially Tobias. 
“Ready when you are.” 
I look down from the loft to see Charlie lingering in the doorway. I nod at him, saying nothing as I stand up from the prickly hay bale and he turns back towards the house. My eyes drift outside again, this time aiming for Tobias’ window. The curtains swish in the frame, but I tell myself it’s just my imagination. I’ve barely heard his voice in days. I can’t get my hopes up now, thinking that he’ll somehow change his mind and forgive me. 
I climb down from the loft and follow Charlie’s trail back towards the house. The porch creeks beneath my feet as I walk on the old wood. I remember the first time I stepped foot here with my face covered in sweat and Thomas’ hand squeezed tight around my arm. I was so scared, so confused. So painfully naive. Not much has changed, I guess. But it feels very different. 
“Claire—” He stands at the top of the stairs. 
Tobias. My lover, my friend. My Alpha. The Midwest Alpha, as he was declared the official winner of the tournament after Rick’s true alliance was revealed — not that he cares about that anymore. 
He stares back at me through strands of his black hair, fallen carelessly over his eyes. It’s easy to see that he’s slept about as much as I have.
For one short, pure moment, my heart stands still. “Hey,” I say. 
Tobias walks towards me, his shoes thumping quietly down the stairs. “I, uh…” he mutters, licking his dry lips. His voice falls away in hesitation.
“Come with me,” I say, spinning back around to walk outside. A new blood pumps through my veins, forcing the fear and terror away to replace it with the warm passion I’ve always felt for him. I feel his walk behind mine as he follows me across the driveway, back into the barn. He closes the door behind us then quickly pulls me in with trembling fingers. They rise to my face and he draws me closer to kiss me. 
“I’m sorry,” he whispers to me.
“Not as much as I am.” I fill my lungs with his scent, memorizing every piece of him while I still can. “You should come with me,” I beg, clinging to him.
He pauses for a moment, but shakes his head. “I can’t,” he says. “The less I know about where you are, the safer you’ll be.” 
I force the heavy rock back down my throat. “It doesn’t feel right,” I say. “Leaving like this.”
“We will see each other again, Claire,” he says. He presses his forehead against mine and stares into my eyes. “I promise.”
“When?” I ask. I let a tear fall down my cheek and he brushes it away with his thumb. 
“I don’t know,” he answers with pain in his words. “Once this is finished, I will come find you. I put some money in your bag—” 
“Tobias, I can’t take that—”
“Yes, you can. I want you to have it. It’s yours.”
I fall forward and bury my face in his chest. “I shouldn’t have made that deal…”
Tobias sighs, his warm breath tickling my scalp. “It kept you safe,” he whispers. “As much as I hate to admit it… I would have done the same.” 
I pull away to look at him. “But Mary—” 
“Mary is gone,” he says with tight lips. “I can’t save her, but I can still save you. If helping Pike track down Rick is what it takes, then I’ll do it.” It’s a cruel comfort, but it’s all I have left to cling to. His fingers slide up the back of my neck and he holds me close to him as his lips graze my head.
“Promise me again,” I whimper as my tears fall.
“I promise, Claire,” he repeats. “We will see each other again.” His lips tremble with fear, but he quickly tries to keep them steady as he kisses me again.
“I’m not going to say goodbye to you…” I say, filling my voice with whatever bravery I have left.
He smiles down at me with laughter on his lips. “You’ll never have to,” he says. “You’re always going to be my girl, Claire.” His fingers brush against my cheeks, once again wiping my tears away.
I stand up taller to meet his eyes. A surge of wild emotion charges down my spine, igniting every nerve throughout my body. I’ve almost forgotten this feeling, this burst of confidence I feel when he looks at me like this. Tobias believes in me, probably as much as I believe in him — maybe even more so.
I am his strength. He is mine.
The Alpha and his Dame.
 
END OF BOOK TWO



UNTOUCHED
MIDWEST ALPHAS | BOOK 1
 
October 2015
 
**
 
UNBROKEN
MIDWEST ALPHAS | BOOK 2
 
November 2015
 
**
 
UNDYING
MIDWEST ALPHAS | BOOK 3
 
December 2015
 



Can’t get enough of Tabatha Kiss?
Click Here to Subscribe

to my newsletter and receive exclusive updates
and offers directly from me! 
 
Want to receive all my new releases for FREE?
Click Here to Join my ARC Team!
 
You can also “Like” me on Facebook!
 
XOXO
Tabatha



For a limited time,
please enjoy the following novella FREE
with your purchase of UNBROKEN!
 
RIDE ME:
A Stepbrother Romance
Piper & Kai | Book 2
 
PIPER
 
Sex.
 
It used to be all I thought about. 
 
Until Kai Casablancas, my stepbrother, happened. After that, things got really complicated. 
 
I had a plan to start a new life. It was a good plan. There were charts and graphs. Every detail was in the bag. But then… Kai had to go and ruin that. Feelings came up, feelings I never even knew I had for him. Unfortunately, they weren’t part of the plan and I had to do what was necessary to get back on track. 
 
Now, I can barely even look at myself in the mirror. 
 
Six months have passed. I can’t live like this anymore. 
 
It’s time to return home and settle things with Kai once and for all. 
 
 
KAI
 
Sex. 
 
It used to be all I thought about. 
 
Until Piper Lynch, my stepsister, happened. After that, things got a whole lot simpler. 
 
I used to think I’d meet a nice girl and settle down. It was a good plan. Countless generations before me had accomplished the exact same thing, so surely I could as well. But then… Piper had to go and ruin that. I confessed my love to her and for one blissful week, I thought I had everything all figured out. Unfortunately, my feelings were a little bit one-sided and I was tossed out like yesterday’s garbage after she got what she wanted out of me.
 
Now, I can barely even close my eyes without seeing her face. 
 
Six months have passed. I’m in the prime of my young life. 
 
It’s time to get on with it and forget about Piper once and for all. 
 
***



Chapter 1
Piper
 
The plane lurches in the air and I dig my nails deep into the armrest. After months of traveling by train across Europe and Asia, I’d almost forgotten how much I hated planes. I pull my coat a little tighter around me as I gaze out the window. I’m not cold, not in the slightest. It just provides me with a more pleasant sense of security — one that I need as I look out the window and catch sight of the Los Angeles skyline. 
Hello, America. Piper Lynch is back. 
I wasn’t planning on coming back here, especially not so quickly. It’s been six months since I stepped foot on American soil. She and I didn’t exactly part on good terms, either. But it wasn’t her fault. Not at all. I love the country of my birth and I feel a surge of happiness as I look at her again. No, I just wronged a few people here and forgiveness will not come easy. Especially from Philip Lynch, my father. 
A week in Europe, I asked of him. That’s all I wanted. I wanted just a few days to do some traveling and see a few new places before I was once again locked down inside a school with a book permanently glued to my hand for another four years. At Belle Academy, my private high school populated by the spawn of the social elite, I was Valedictorian. Everyone knew me. I was Piper Lynch, the headmaster’s beautiful daughter. I was going to go to Harvard and take over the world. It’s what everyone saw when they looked at me…
Except him. 
Kai Casablancas. My stepbrother. He saw right through me from the beginning.
He wasn’t always my stepbrother. Before that, he was an acquaintance, possibly even a friend. Our mothers were very close. That was, until my father and his mother had an affair that ripped both of our families apart. My own mother bolted the country because of it on a mission to find herself. She abandoned me, but I never once blamed her for it. 
No, all of the blame fell squarely on my father’s shoulders. 
So when I asked him for a quick trip to Europe, I wasn’t being completely honest with him. I went to Europe last August with a one-way ticket and he had no idea. No one did, except for my best friend, Mandy Black. She came with me, just as hellbent as I was to have a good time before responsibility once again reared its ugly head. One last hurray with each other (and handsome European men, of course) before she went off to college at USC and I started a new life in Europe with my mother. 
Everything was going according to plan. Until Kai ruined everything. 
My idiot stepbrother and his friend, Shawn Monty, made a bet with each other when they were fifteen. Kai had to sleep with all twenty-three girls of our graduating class before college began. He claimed it wasn’t serious until they realized that Kai was indeed capable of pulling it off. For years, I heard whispers in the hallways about Kai Casablancas and his notorious cock picking off girls in our class one-by-one. In all honesty, I was impressed, but certainly felt my fair share of disgust at the very idea of Kai using women to win a bet. But who was I to judge? I’m not exactly the innocent darling my father — and the world — wishes to believe. 
Kai made his way through the young women of our class (including Mandy, a fact I never let her live down) until there was only one left: Me. Part of the reason why I ran off to Europe at the end of the summer was to rid myself of his obvious sexual advances. 
Was it tempting? You’re damn right it was. Kai is not exactly unremarkable in terms of attractiveness and style. He’s streets ahead of most other men in our class, but that did not dismiss the more obvious issues involved with a stepsister fucking her stepbrother. It still didn’t stop Kai from following me to Europe in the hopes he’d weasel his way into my panties.
Did it work? More than I’d care to admit. 
I wouldn’t be on this plane right now if it hadn’t. 
Kai fucking Casablancas. 
I said before that he saw right through me from the beginning, but that’s not entirely true. He knew I wasn’t the person I was pretending to be, but the image he had of me in his mind wasn’t correct either. It created quite the rift between us, one that I thought would never be healed… until he followed me into the streets of Paris and discovered the real reason why I came to Europe. He came face-to-face with my mother and I confessed my world to him in the hopes that he would somehow understand me. The real me. 
He didn’t. 
He told me he was in love with me anyway. He begged for me to come home with him. I reciprocated in the only way I knew how and Kai Casablancas won his bet that night. Saying goodbye to him was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do, although it had no right to be. I like to think that I have a very firm grip on my emotions. I’m constantly in complete control over my thoughts and feelings concerning all things. Except for Kai fucking Casablancas, apparently. Things got out of hand with Kai very quickly. I thought I’d have a chance to start fresh, but our goodbye left me devastated instead. 
When I saw him a few hours later, sitting next to my assigned seat on a train to London, waiting for me, I officially lost all control of my thoughts and feelings.
A week in Europe. He and I spent one blissful week together, traveling from London to Dublin to Madrid. It was so easy to turn everything off, to lose myself completely in him and he did the same with me. But in the end, it was only a delay on the inevitable. 
Let’s just say all the passion in the world can’t make me and Kai Casablancas see eye-to-eye for very long. 
“Are you all right, Piper?” 
I snap away from my stare on the window. “Yeah,” I answer my mother. “I’m fine.” 
She stares at me from the aisle seat with a raised eyebrow. “You’ve barely said a word this entire flight,” she points out. 
“Sorry…” I mutter. “I’m just feeling a little nervous, that’s all.” 
“You and me both, kiddo.” She glances across my lap and looks down at the world. “It’s been a long time for me…” 
I nod. “Well, now I feel silly,” I chuckle. I’d almost forgotten that she’s been gone for nearly three years. 
“Don’t,” she says. “Human experience is a relative concept. You have as much right as I do to feel the
jitters, as they’re technically called.” 
I smile. “I guess so.”
“Maybe even more so,” she adds. “I’m not the one here to see my jilted ex-lover—” 
“Mom…”
“I’m only teasing you, Piper.” 
“Well… tease someone else.” 
“Why would I do that? You’re my favorite tease.” 
I sigh and stare out the window. My stomach lurches as we descend even lower in altitude. Every foot closer we get to the ground brings me one step closer to Kai Casablancas. I’m tempted to turn around and travel all the way back to Europe, but I’ve already come this far. “He probably wants nothing to do with me anyway…” I say. 
“Well, you won’t know that until you he sees you,” she says. “Then… you’ll probably know immediately what he wants.” 
What Kai wants. I have no idea what that is anymore. Six months ago, it was very clear what he wanted. He wanted me. He wanted to stay in Europe with me. He wanted to love me and he wanted me to love him back. 
But I said no.
The wheels hit the tarmac and I jolt in my seat. I take a deep breath and force it out as the plane slowly comes to a stop on the ground. 
What Kai wants. There’s only one thing that’s been constant in the entirety of our relationship — as friends, as step-siblings, even as lovers. 
Kai Casablancas and I might want the same thing, but we’ve never wanted it at the same time. 
 



Chapter 2
Kai
 
I grunt softly as my memories of her push me closer to the edge. She’s there every time I close my eyes, smiling at me, riding me. Her laughter echoes in my ears, along with her perfect moans of pleasure on the air.
My fingers twitch. I squeeze my dick tighter and stroke faster to match the memory of her bouncing up and down in my head. I can still taste the sweat on her skin and smell the musky scent of the old English inn we stayed at. I see the color of the paint on the walls, the pattern on the bedspread, and that look on her face when she finally came all over my cock—
I let out a final, quiet grunt and jizz into the open tissue in my left palm. Almost immediately, that familiar feeling of shame and disgust tickles at me.
Kai Casablancas, the sexual god of Belle Academy. That’s me, baby.
I fucked all twenty-three girls in my class, including my stepsister (and a teacher or two, but let’s not get into that mess). It was no easy feat. I traveled across the world to accomplish that task and all I brought back was a damn t-shirt. 
Look at me now…. reduced to a lonely college kid jerking into a napkin while my roommate visits his girlfriend down the hall. 
Thanks a lot, Piper Lynch. 
You’re damn right I blame Piper for this shit. I toss the tissue into the trash can by my bed. I’ve been inside over twenty women and the only one I can think about while wanking off is Piper fucking Lynch. The only one I can think about while talking to the myriad hot, ready, and willing girls living just a few doors down from me is Piper fucking Lynch. My greatest love and my worst enemy. 
I hope you’re happy, Pipes — wherever the fuck you are. 
My phone vibrates in my pocket. I heave a breath and reach for it to find a new text message from… my mother. Oh, goody. This is exactly who I want to hear from when I’m lying in my bed with my dick in my hand. 
Can’t wait to see you tomorrow!
I tap back a quick reply. The stress and frustration I tried to get rid of by masturbating comes back with full force. Parent’s weekend. My mother and stepfather will be visiting to see me and take part in a whole slew of boring campus events. I had almost managed to forget about it. Almost.
I shove my flaccid dick back inside my briefs and zip up my jeans. Seconds later, I hear the key in the lock and I check myself quickly to make sure I’m no longer exposed before the door swings open.
My best friend, Shawn Monty, steps inside, followed closely by Mandy Black, his on-again-off-again sweetheart. We all went to high school together, but they didn’t officially hook-up until that fateful trip to Europe six months ago. She and I have always been pretty close, in just about every way imaginable. She’s also Piper’s best friend, but I try not to hold that against her. 
The grin on Shawn’s face quickly drops as he sees me lying on my bed in the corner. “Oh, come on, dude,” he scolds, staring down at me through the blond locks hanging down over his eyes.
“I’m just doing a little reading,” I say. I hold up the book balanced on my knee, some boring tome of short stories I have to read for English class. 
He gives a subtle jerk motion with his wrist. “Yeah, sure.” 
Mandy shakes her head at him and rolls her eyes before looking at me with a pleasant face. “Hey, Kai,” she greets. 
“Hey, Mandy,” I say back. My eyes immediately fall back to the book. Where was I with this one? Some old lady named Emily in an old house… something about a rose… 
“Party tonight, off-campus,” Shawn announces to me. “You in?” 
“No, thanks,” I say. I catch him exchanging an annoyed glance with Mandy. “I don’t feel well,” I add, convincing no one in the room. 
“You feel well enough to drop a deposit off at the spank bank,” Shawn says. He steps around my desk and lightly kicks my trash can with his foot as he passes by. 
“Shawn, you really need to stop taking inventory of my trash can,” I tell him. 
“And you really need to get outside and live a little,” he says back.
I glare at Mandy and she cracks a smile. “Shawn,” she begins, “if he doesn’t want to go, then he doesn’t have to go.” 
“Thank you,” I say. 
“But…” she continues, “I think he’d really be missing out on something special. The parties these guys have are supposed to be amazing and they only throw them like once a semester.” 
I sigh and toss the book down onto my bedside table. “And here we go…”
“She’s right, man,” Shawn says. “It’s the start of our second semester at college and all you’ve done since you got here is learn shit.” 
I shake my head. “That’s what we’re supposed to be doing—” 
“I disagree.” He plops down on his own bed across the room and stares at his phone while Mandy lingers at the foot of mine with her arms crossed over her chest. “I never thought I’d see the day when I got laid more than you did, Kai. I’m worried about you. You’ve been a total killjoy ever since we came back from Europe.” 
I cringe as he mentions it. 
“Shawn…” Mandy says slowly. “That isn’t constructive.” She walks around the bed and sits down beside me. “Kai…” She keeps her voice low, too low for Shawn to hear her. “I think this will be good for you.” 
“I’m fine, Mandy,” I tell her, matching her volume.
“And I agree with that,” she says. “But you have changed a little ever since…” Her words tapper off, but her eyes finish the thought silently. 
Since Piper broke your heart. 
I never told anyone about that week in Europe with Piper, not officially. Shawn still has no idea and mostly attributes my sulkiness to me “losing” that bet against him. Whatever. I’ll let him think that. It’d be better than telling him the truth and forcing myself to re-live it all over again in the process. But Mandy… she figured it out almost immediately and she never even had to ask Piper about it to confirm it. 
It was written all over my face when I got back. Mandy has been Piper’s most trusted friend for years and has no doubt been witness to plenty of poor men falling head over heels in love with her, only to be cast aside like old clothing. She knew that face — my face — better than anyone. She also knows that Piper sure as hell isn’t sitting around sulking about it like I am. Oh, no. Not Piper fucking Lynch. She’s probably had all sorts of fuck buddies since she tossed my ass out. 
“Come with us,” Mandy urges with a smile. “I promise you, it’ll be fun. Have I ever lied to you?” 
I smile back at her. “No,” I answer. 
“Exactly.” She shrugs her shoulders. “If it’s lame, we’ll leave and come back here with pizza and a bad movie. If it’s not… then you and whatever dame you bring back can have the room. Shawn will stay with me down the hall.” 
Shawn finally glances up from his phone. “What are you two being all hushy about?” he asks. “You’re not hooking up again, are you?” 
Mandy glances over her shoulder at him. “Yes, Shawn. That’s exactly right. Good job.” She turns back to me and drops the sarcasm. “So, what do you say?” 
I take a deep breath. As annoying as Shawn is, he’s not wrong. I know I’ve changed and I hate it, but that’s what happens when a death viper rips out one of your organs, gnaws on it with sharp teeth, and shoves it back into your chest cavity. You think maybe it’ll heal over and start to work correctly again, but no. It doesn’t. It just sits there, eternally bleeding and malfunctioning until one day, you find yourself in a dead heap on the floor— oh, my god. What the fuck am I thinking? Who the hell is this asshole? No wonder my friends can’t stand me anymore. I’ve become a fucking worthless piece of—
Nope.
A surge of confidence charges through my veins. Piper Lynch is gone. She and I are over. Done. Dead. Buried. I’m in the prime of my life. She isn’t worth the heartache she left me with. She isn’t even worth the wad of tissues filling my trash can right now. 
Fuck Piper Lynch and fuck this whole damn thing.
“Okay,” I say, nodding my head. “I’ll go with you.” 
Mandy’s face splits with a big smile. “That’s the spirit, Kai!” She holds up her hand and I reach out for a quick high-five. “And like I said — if it sucks—” 
“It won’t,” I say. “No, this is gonna be a good night, Mandy.” She smiles at me again and nods in understanding. I lay a friendly peck on her cheek and push myself off the bed.
“Where you going?” Shawn asks, his eyes peaking at me from behind his shaggy bangs. 
I reach for my gym bag in my closet and stuff my running shoes inside, along with an extra shirt and a pair of shorts. “I’m going to the rec center for a run,” I answer. 
“Sounds healthy,” Mandy notes, still smiling. 
I flash her a wink as I toss the bag over my shoulder. Adrenaline fires through me, pushing me towards a distant, but visible, finishing line. I’m a young, strong, and fiercely attractive male specimen. There’s no reason in the world why I can’t bounce back from this and come out a better man.
Ladies, Kai Casablancas is back. 
I grab the doorknob and pull the door open. 
Or not.
I stare at her and I can literally feel rock bottom slapping me in the face.
Her hand floats suspended in the air, just seconds away from knocking. She slowly lowers it while I study her face. Deep blue eyes, staring directly into my soul. Skin white as cocaine. I can taste the cherry on her red lips already. Her raven black hair, which was once long enough to graze her belly button, is now trimmed short, sitting just above her chin. My heart comes to a dead stop.
Piper fucking Lynch. 
“Hello, Kai,” she says. The ends of her lips twitch, teasing a smile just below the surface, but it never quite makes it out. 
I push the door closed and turn back around. 
“Or, you know…” I say to the room. I drop the gym bag to the floor. “We can just stay in and order a pizza.”



Chapter 3
Piper
 
Well, my mother was right. 
Now that he’s seen my face, I know exactly what Kai wants. There’s only so many ways I can interpret a door being slammed in my face. 
I flinch as the door opens again.
“Piper?!” Mandy squeals my name and throws her arms around me, her trademark giggle on the air around us. “Oh, my god! Oh, my god! Oh, my god!”
I laugh with her and some of Kai’s sting wears off a bit. “Hey, Mandy,” I greet. 
She pulls away and feels the ends of my hair with her fingertips. “Oh, this hair is so
cute!” 
“Thanks,” I laugh. “Felt like I needed a change.” 
“Come in—” She grips my wrist and pulls me into the room. “Shawn, look!” she shouts. 
Shawn glances up from his bed with a smirk. “What’s up, girl?” 
“Hi, Shawn,” I greet.
Mandy shakes me in her arms. “Oh, my god! This is so exciting! Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” she asks. 
My eyes drift to Kai across the room. He stands near a desk by the far wall, leaning back against it with his head down and his arms crossed about his chest. One thing is certain: He is not happy to see me. “I… thought a surprise would be more fun,” I answer. I watch him shake his head slightly, but he never raises his eyes.
“How long are you staying?” she asks. 
“Umm… I’m not sure, actually.” I look to Kai again for a reaction, but he gives me nothing. 
“Did you just get in?” 
I nod. “Yeah, I came straight here.” Come on, Kai. Blink or something. 
Mandy releases my shoulders and steps into my line of sight, blocking him from view. “Oh, you’re probably starving then. That flight sucks.” She locks her eyes on mine. “How about we go get a late lunch and you can tell me all about what you’ve been up to…” Her subtle wink is far from subtle. 
“Okay,” I tell her. “Sounds good.” 
Kai pushes himself off the desk and makes wide strides towards the door. “I’m going to the gym,” he spits as he bends down and grabs a bag off the floor. He throws the door open and it closes fast behind him. 
“I probably deserved that…” I whisper at Mandy. 
She shrugs. 
“You showed up at the perfect time, Piper,” Shawn says as he bounces off his bed. “Big party tonight.” 
“Oh?” I ask. 
Mandy hooks her arm with mine. “I’ll tell you about it at the dining hall. Come on.” She turns back to Shawn. “No boys allowed, honey. Sorry,” she smiles at him. 
He holds up his hands. “No problem. I might actually catch up with Kai, do a few dead lifts or something…” He flexes his biceps in the air. They barely make dents in his shirt. Not at all like Kai’s still stunning physique.
Mandy waves goodbye to him and pulls me out of the dorm room. 
 
***
 
“Oh, my god…” I chew on the greasy and delicious burger. The flavors spread across my tongue, igniting all of the taste buds I had long forgotten about. “Of all the things I thought I’d miss, I never once considered an American cheeseburger would be on that list…” 
Mandy chuckles at me from across the table and sucks on her straw to sip up the remaining soda hidden at the bottom among chunks of ice. The dining hall isn’t at all crowded, but I imagine more and more students will trickle in as evening draws closer. “And here I thought you came back here because you missed me…” she grins. 
“Among other things…” I fill my mouth with sugary soda to wash down the elixir of potent flavors.
“Wanna talk about it?” she asks. 
“More than anything.”
“Thank god.” She claps her palms together and gives them a rub. “I’m all ears…” she says. 
I lick my lips and wipe them clean with a paper napkin while I do a quick scan of the area for prying ears. “I think I really fucked up.” 
“How so?” Her eyes sparkle with amusement. 
“I thought a clean break from Kai would be the best thing for both of us. I followed my instincts and for the first time, I think they were wrong.” 
“Hmm…” She chews on her lip and taps her long nails across the table. “I’m gonna need a little more than that, honey…” 
I sigh, remembering that I never officially told her the whole story about what happened that week in Europe. “Kai and I hooked-up in France,” I say. “And England… and Ireland… and Spain.” 
“Yeah, no shit,” she smiles. 
“What did he tell you?” I ask.
“He didn’t have to tell me anything, Piper.” She shakes her head. “Firstly, it was pretty suspicious when our plane took off from Paris and he wasn’t on it. Secondly, when he finally showed up at school a week later looking like an abused stray, it was pretty damn obvious who kicked him.” 
“An abused stray?”
“Yeah,” she scoffs. “Whatever happened between you two over there really messed him up, Piper.” 
“It did?” I sit back. 
“Oh yeah. If it weren’t for me, I don’t think he’d say a word to anyone — except Shawn, of course.” 
I eye the room around us. This isn’t what I expected. The fight we had that last day in Madrid before he left was a major one. I was sure he’d get back home and immediately be balls-deep in college girls starting from day one. Unlike myself. I’ve spent the last few months in a blinding sexual rut. The confident and seductive Piper Lynch fell off her pedestal. And she fell hard. “He said he loved me,” I admit. 
“And you never said it back,” she says. It’s not a question. Score one for Mandy Black and her amazing perception skills.
“I couldn’t,” I say. “It never even crossed my mind…” 
“But dragging him around with you to hotel rooms all over Europe was well within the realm of your capabilities,” she bites. 
“Mandy…” I sigh. 
“Piper, I love you…” she says, “but I’m siding with Kai on this one.” 
“I never asked him to stay with me in Paris,” I argue. 
“Did you ever ask him to leave?”
“No, but—” 
“But nothing, Piper,” she interrupts. “You broke him. I’ve spent six months gluing him back together and today, I thought I made a little bit of progress… and then you showed up.” 
It stings. A lot. “I’m sorry,” I say. 
“Don’t say it to me, honey,” she says. “There’s someone else that deserves those words a little bit more.”
“If I had known it was this bad, I would have done something sooner,” I say. 
“It was your idea to maintain radio silence,” she says. 
I nod. I didn’t want her to know exactly where I was so that when my father inevitably grilled her about my whereabouts after she left Paris, she wouldn’t have to lie to him. I fall forward and rest my face against my hands. “Do you think he’ll forgive me?” I ask. 
She shrugs. “No idea,” she says. “But you came all the way here, you might as well try and talk him into it.”
“I don’t want to talk him into anything…” I mutter as I sit back. “I just want to talk to him again. I can’t get him out of my head and I can’t go back to Europe until he’s out of my system.”
“So this wasn’t just a transatlantic booty call?” she smirks. 
I shake my head. “Sex isn’t really on my mind much lately.”
“Well, that’s one thing the two of you have in common, I guess…” She looks around. “He spends all of his time either studying or working out. You can imagine how frustrating that is for Shawn the Party Guy,” she chuckles. 
I give a small laugh. “Thanks for taking care of him.”
“Kai doesn’t need anyone to take care of him, same as you,” she says. “I’m just an ear when he needs one.” 
“You’re more than just an ear to me,” I tell her. “I’m sure he feels the same way.” 
“Maybe,” she says. Her eyes narrow for a moment before speaking again. “So, Kai finally confesses his love for you and you say… nothing?” 
“What could I say?” I ask. 
“‘I love you, too’ would have been a good start,” she suggests. 
“But…” I take a breath. “I didn’t want to lie to him.” 
“You don’t love him back?”
I close my eyes and think on it for the millionth time since he said the words in my mother’s apartment in Paris. “No,” I say. “I don’t. At least… I don’t think so.” 
“Well, if you ask me…” She leans forward. “Folks, in general, don’t typically travel across the world to apologize to people they feel meh about. Especially when they could just do it over the phone. Just an observation.” 
“I can’t argue with that,” I sigh. “Let’s just say, hypothetically, that I do love him. What happens then?” 
“That’d be up to you guys,” she says. 
“He’s here. At school,” I continue. “And I’m… anywhere else.”
“I think if you two really wanted each other, you’d figure that out. But if either of you don’t want to put forth the effort, well…” She lets the thought dangle in the air, but it’s pretty obvious what the alternative is. 
“You’re right,” I say. 
“Of course I am. I’m Mandy fucking Black.” 
I chuckle at her. “So, tell me about this party Shawn’s all psyched about.” 
Her smile stretches from ear-to-ear.



Chapter 4
Kai
 
Story of my life…
I thumb the button on the treadmill to increase the speed. I’ve already been at it for too long and my heart feels like it’s about to burst out of my chest, but it’s better than feeling the alternative. My feet push through the pain of blisters forming on my toes, forcing me to run faster and faster, although I’m locked in the same spot. I’d think it was poetic if it wasn’t so damn depressing. 
The universe must be pretty fucked up to drop Piper Lynch on my doorstep today. I was ready to move on from her, ready to forget that I ever said those three little words to her and bury my face in the nearest pussy I could get. It reminds me of those old Greek myths of gods and goddesses hanging out in the clouds, watching mortals do their thing until one day, they drop some bullshit down just to laugh at the poor human while he tries to figure out what smells so bad. 
I would have preferred a sudden snow storm or a car accident or a shark attack. Something — anything — would have been better than Piper fucking Lynch showing up at my goddamn door with that adorable hair cut and her perfect little half-smile. And you know what? For a second there, I was absolutely thrilled to see her face. Downright ecstatic. In that moment, I knew where she was in the world. I knew she was alive and thriving and not starving to death on the street somewhere in Moscow. That was never a possibility, of course, but when you care so much about a person, any and all horrible scenarios are within the realm of chance, no matter how ludicrous they may seem. Blissful joy coursed through me at the very sight of her… until the scent of pure and utter bullshit hit my nostrils.
Fuck you, Zeus.
My knee gives out beneath me and I grab the side rails to hold me up. I nearly slip off the damn treadmill, but I manage to balance myself on the sides until the track slowly comes to a halt beneath me. 
“Jesus, dude…” 
I look over and see Shawn staring at me. “Heuu—” I attempt to choke out a hello, but nearly every function in my body has put itself in time-out. My lungs burn with each little breath I take. My arms shake, far too weak to continue holding me up for much longer. 
“You all right?” he asks. I shake my head and cough in both directions. “You look like you’re about to hurl,” he notes. 
I swallow to coat my dry throat. “I might…” I whisper. He stands there next to the treadmill for a few moments until I catch my breath again. 
“I need a spot,” he says. 
I nod and stumble off the treadmill to follow him across the nearly deserted room to the free weights. He’s got a barbell set up with more weight than he’s capable of lifting, but I don’t like to crush Shawn’s spirit when he’s so full of confidence. He lies down on the bench and I hover my hands over the bar while I continue heaving new air in and out of my lungs. 
“So…” he says as he grips the bar above him. “What’s the deal with you and the teenage runaway?” 
I cringe, but mask it with a quick move to wipe the sweat off my forehead with my shirt. “What makes you think there is one?” I ask.
He brings the heavy weights down to his chest and the veins in his neck pop out through his skin. “You didn’t say a word to her,” he chokes. His arms quake as he struggles to lift the bar back up. I keep my fingers beneath it in case it slips and drops on his damn throat. “Hasn’t Piper technically been missing for months?” 
I shake my head. “She wasn’t missing. Piper knew exactly where she was the whole time.” 
Shawn does one more rep before maxing out and I grip the bar to easily guide it back to the top. He sits up and turns around to look at me. “No one else did though,” he argues. “Not even Mandy’s heard from her in months.” 
“Really?” I ask. Of all people, I thought for sure she would have kept in touch with Mandy. I was even tempted to ask her about it a few times, but I could never bring myself to go through with it.
“Really.” He stands up and begins sliding a few pounds off each side to make it easier for him to lift. 
“Let’s just say she and I didn’t exactly part ways as friends,” I say. 
He laughs and lies back down on the bench. “What else is new?” he asks. “You two have never been friends, but I think a sibling at least warrants a hello or something.” 
“She just took me by surprise is all.” I hover my fingers under the bar as he begins his reps again. It’s a little easier on him this time, but not by a lot. 
He shrugs once between reps. “Whatever you say then.” 
Luckily, he leaves it at that. He probably thinks it has something to do with our bet. Good. I’d rather him believe that Piper rejected me outright in Europe and I was just pissed at her because I lost. It’s strange how much things can change. I remember the days when I used to fantasize about finally being able to tell him I banged Piper. Now, I can’t even stomach the idea of anyone else knowing about what we shared together, with the obvious exception of Mandy. Mandy understands. She doesn’t judge. 
“You good here?” I ask him as he sits back up.
“Yeah,” he answers. 
“I’m going to hit the shower then.” 
“Cool,” he says. “Then what do you say we grab a bite before meeting the girls for the party?” 
I grit my teeth. This party is now the last thing in the world I want to go to, especially with Piper in attendance, but I’d already made a big deal about going. “She’s going to that, too, then?” I ask. 
“Last I heard, yes.”
“Oh, what fun…” I step away and take quick paces towards the locker rooms. I stop by the doors and bend over the water fountain to take a long drink. It’s stale and warm, but it’s better than nothing.
Piper. What does she want? Why show up now? I knew we’d inevitably cross paths again, but I didn’t expect it to be so soon. Piper was dead set on leaving this place and reuniting with her mother. It’s only been six months…
“Thirsty, Kai?” 
I snap up from the fountain to find Nina Brock leaning against the wall next to it. Mandy’s roommate. I realize that I’m not even sure how long I’ve been hunched over this thing. She could have been waiting for a long time. “Oh — sorry, Nina,” I tell her as I step back.
She flashes a cute smile at me and her eyes jog me up and down. “Working hard?” She reaches up to hold her long, red hair back as she bends over to take a swig from the fountain.
“Yeah…” My eyes shoot down her body. Tight and athletically toned Nina Brock. Sure, I’ve thought about it once or twice.
She stands up and releases her hair. It topples down her shoulder and lands just above her breasts, locked tight against her beneath a pink sports bra. “You guys going to that off-campus party later?” she asks me. She traces a finger across her lips to wipe away any spare water on them and my cock twitches in my shorts. 
“Yeah, planning on it,” I answer. 
She smiles again. “Cool. Maybe I’ll see you there?” 
I clear my throat. “Yeah, definitely.” 
Nina spins on her toes and pushes the girl’s locker room door open. She sends one last quick glance my way before disappearing behind it. 
Suddenly, I don’t really give a fuck why the hell Piper Lynch came back to town.
 
***
 
The party sits about a mile off-campus in a big, old house owned by a handful of upperclassmen. We decide to walk because it’s so close, but also for the more obvious reason of no one wanting to be the evening’s designated driver. 
Mandy and Piper walk ahead with their arms linked together. Their voices dance in the air ahead of us and I realize how much I missed hearing them mix about. Mandy’s voice is high-pitched, not too far away from a small child’s sound, but Piper’s is deep and feminine, a perfect compliment. I remember the long hours of sitting on trains with them, listening to their voices firing back and forth about absolutely nothing at all.
Ugh. Can I please go an hour without getting nostalgic about Europe?
My eyes linger down to peak at their legs. Piper must not have brought much with her other than the clothes on her back, because I recognize the dress she’s wearing from Mandy’s vast collection of vintage outfits. It’s sapphire blue with the sleeves cut off at the shoulders. Tight-fitting. The skirt stops a few inches down her white thighs. My eyes travel up her back, guided by the black zipper trailing up from her ass to her neck. Oh, that ass. What I wouldn’t give to feel my cock resting between her cheeks again—
I bite my inner lip and taste blood. I shove my hands in my pockets and force myself to look elsewhere. 
Music hits our ears about a block down the street. Shawn cracks his knuckles in sweet anticipation. “I am so pumped for this, man…” he says. 
“Should be fun,” I say. 
He slaps a hand against my shoulder. “And hey— thanks a lot for coming. It’s about time you mingled.” 
“Yeah…” I notice Piper peak over her shoulder at us. Her hair flips with her head and the ends get caught between her smiling lips. “I wouldn’t miss it,” I tell him. 
Her eyes continue to linger on us. “Have you guys been here before?” she asks.
Shawn shakes his head. “Nope. We missed the first party last semester. Apparently, it was a doozy.” 
I keep my mouth shut. The less I say to Piper, the better off I’ll be. Talking to her means falling into old habits. My tongue isn’t nearly as trained as it used to be and I don’t think I’d keep up with the quick-witted banter with her anymore. 
“Well,” she continues, “it looks like it’ll be interesting.” 
I glance up at her to find her staring back at me. Something isn’t right here. Piper never says shit like this. Unless the words are absolutely necessary to a given situation, she doesn’t speak them. Period. Small talk, to Piper Lynch, is complete horse shit, a waste of perfectly good energy. It’s one of the few things I really respect about her. So, what the fuck is she doing right now?
She wants me to talk to her.
I blink back at her. Her dark, expectant eyes are practically begging me to speak to her. Soft, warm, without a hint of malice or grief. Just bright, blue oceans, strategically lulling me in for a late night swim. 
I lick my lips. For a second, I think I might throw doggy a bone. Maybe I’ll tease her with a slight grunt of acknowledgment, but no. I don’t think so. I press my lips back together and glance away. From the corner of my eyes, I catch her turning around and she continues walking towards the house.
It’s childish, I know, but I’ll take whatever small victory I can get. Giving in to what Piper wants is the last thing I want to do right now. It’ll torture her for a while, and she’ll no doubt try again, but it’s not often one manages to be one step ahead of Piper fucking Lynch. 
I grin to myself as we walk up the porch stairs. 
The entire house is already shaking with life. Faces both vaguely familiar and completely strange fill my vision as we step inside. It’s your basic house party, the kind Shawn and I used to throw way back in high school when either of our parents were out of town, but multiplied by a thousand. The party has to be only a few hours old, but the house is already trashed with empty red cups and inebriated co-eds. 
It’s the perfect setting to get lost in and ignore Piper’s begging eyes. 



Chapter 5
Piper
 
I spent years — years — avoiding Kai Casablancas. 
For so long, he was my least favorite person in the world. He was a dog. A simple jock with a cock. He blazed through our class at Belle Academy, bedding every girl he could to win a bet, of all reasons. I knew that eventually, he’d come sauntering down the hall and knock on my door as well. After all, a complete set isn’t a complete set without every piece and I was determined to be the missing piece of his disgusting puzzle.
Then Europe happened.
Then that night on my mother’s couch happened.
Look at me, Kai.
He’s standing across from me now in some stranger’s house, surrounded by people he and Shawn seem to know. A red cup sits limply in his fingers, filled to the top with his third helping of beer. He’ll shoot me the occasional glance, but it never lingers long enough to make me feel any better. He’s determined to make this as difficult as possible, but I came all this way and I’m not leaving until he talks to me. 
Shawn cracks a joke and the group laughs, Kai included. His chuckle echoes in my mind, pulling me back to that place in time when he used to laugh with me. My eyes wander down his body. Mandy said he spends his time studying and working out. The latter is especially obvious. He was a stunning specimen before all of this and now, my knees quiver gently as I steal glances at his tight, black shirt.
When I finally look up again, we lock eyes. 
I jolt slightly, embarrassed that he caught me gawking at him. I expect him to turn away, but he keeps his focus on me. Little hairs ignite on the back of my neck and goosebumps travel along my limbs. My heart races. I bring my cup to my lips and take a quick sip of the cheap American crap these college kids could afford. 
I feel a few fingernails dig into my arm. “Hey, Piper…” Mandy speaks in my ear to combat the loud music and voices around us. I turn away from Kai and look at her. “Come with me,” she says. 
I nod and dispose of the cup into a large trash can set up by the entrance. She pulls me outside, where the noise isn’t nearly as invasive. 
“Okay…” she says as she leads me to an abandoned corner of the front porch. “You really need to stop staring at him.” 
“I’m not staring at him,” I say. “He’s staring at me.” 
“And how would you know that unless you were staring at him, too?” 
I sigh. “I don’t know how to do this,” I say. 
“Do what?” she asks. 
“Talk to him.” 
“You and Kai have been talking to each other in various ways since you were five years old,” Mandy points out. “I think you’ll figure this one out, too.” 
“It’s different now,” I say. “There are emotions involved. Genuine emotions. This whole thing seemed a lot simpler when I thought he’d moved on, but now that I know he didn’t...”
“I see your predicament.” 
“He’s avoiding me.”
“I saw that, too.” 
“So, what do I do?” I cling to her with an intense desperation, hating her for being so entirely unfazed by this whole thing while I’m freaking out inside. 
“You wait for the right moment and then you calmly ask him for a word — in private, if you prefer,” she says slowly.
“It’s not that simple,” I argue. 
“Sure it is. I don’t know how they do it overseas,” she jokes, “but I think that’s how it’s done here in the Colonies, most of the time.” 
I stare out into the dark street and watch as two guys play hacky sack with a crushed beer can. “I hate this,” I mutter. “I’m not used to feeling this… self-conscious.” 
“You know what helps with that?” she smirks. “A little something alcoholics like to call liquid courage.” 
I wrinkle my nose. I can still taste the dull flavors of that crappy beer on my tongue. “That shit is awful,” I say. 
“I know,” she agrees. “But the more you have, the less it bothers you. Trust me.” She grips my hand and pulls me back towards the front door. “Just drink a little more and see how you feel after that. Okay?” 
“Okay,” I say. “Thanks, lady.” 
“It’s what I do.” She holds the door open for me and we’re immediately hit with a loud wave of pounding music. 
We wander together through the house towards the kitchen where they have the keg set up. I look around as Mandy grabs us two fresh cups. Shawn and Kai have moved on from their previous location and I can’t find them anywhere in sight. Mandy drops a full cup in my hand and I choke down a quarter of it in a single gulp. It’s bitter and awful, but I force myself through it. 
“Atta girl,” she comments as she takes her own sip. 
Two cups later and I still feel no better about the drink, but at least the thoughts in my head don’t seem as dark and brooding. It feels light and fluffy in there, like anything is possible as long I believe in myself and persevere through the darkness. 
Liquid courage it is. 
I scan the first floor again, eager to locate Kai. The faces of strangers blur together and I occasionally think I see him, but several blinks morph his face into some other man’s. It’s frustrating to see him everywhere I look and not be able to reach out and touch him. Believe me. I’ve spent six months traveling around the world and I see his face in every city I visit. 
It’s fiercely annoying. 
Now, the one time when I actually want to see him, he’s disappeared. Vanished into thin air. 
Fucking hell, Kai. Where are you—
Finally, I catch sight of him again at the top of the stairs. He’s leaning over the railing of the second floor, looking down at the crowd below. A smile hits my face, but then falls as soon as I see who he’s talking to. 
She’s tall, but not taller than him. Muscular, but curvy. Wavy, red hair. His eyes jump from the crowd to her face and back again, but he seems a heck of a lot more interested in her face. 
“Mandy—” I call out, although I’m not really sure she’s even around me. 
“What?” she asks after a few seconds. 
“Who is that?” I ask her, pointing upwards.
She follows my finger and squints her eyes to get a better look. “Ohhh, that’s Nina. My roommate.”
“You know her?” I ask. 
She nods. “Yeah, she’s cool. We don’t really hang out much, but I have nothing against her.” 
Kai laughs at something she says. It pisses me off. “Are they… close?” I ask Mandy without looking at her. My eyes stay locked on his pleasant face. 
“I don’t think so,” she answers. “Not that it matters anyway, right? Because this isn’t a booty call, right?” 
I finally look at her. “Right,” I answer. 
“You wanted him to move on, remember? You two want different things, remember?” 
I hold up a hand. “Okay! I get it.” She stares at me, but says nothing more. “I don’t care what he does.” She raises an eyebrow at me. “I don’t!” The impatient annoyance in her gaze makes me angry. “I’m so sick of this. I’m not waiting anymore — just gonna get this over with.” I brush around her and charge up the stairs, bumping shoulders with plenty of people as I pass by them. The closer I drift to them, the more I hear his voice. It dominates my ears. I miss hearing it in the middle of the night and how he used to whisper dirty things to me in bed to send me over the edge. 
Fuck, fuck, fuck!

Fine, I admit it. I want him so badly, I can taste his semen lingering on my tongue again. I don’t care who this bitch is, she needs to back off right now. 
“Kai!” I shout through the crowd and come to a stop near him. He stands up tall and looks down at me with dark eyes. “Can I talk to you for a minute?” I ask him. 
“No.” It’s firm, direct. But I can’t give up. I can feel this girl’s eyes on me, but I ignore them. 
“Please,” I urge. “It’s important.”
“Hi, I’m Nina.” She forces her hand at me for a shake.
I refuse it. “I’m Piper. Kai’s sister,” I say at her. “I need to talk to him about an important family matter.” 
He stares me down. “No.”
I sigh with impatience. “Please.”
“No means no.” He looks at me with that smug smirk and anger boils beneath my skin. Now he’s throwing my own words back at me?
Fuck that noise.
I reach out and latch my fingers around his arm. I didn’t come all the way here to be pushed aside for Ginger Barbie. My nails dig into his skin and I tug at his arm to force him through the crowd with me. 
“What the fuck, Piper?!” he yelps in pain. 
“Move!” I shout as I push him towards the nearest door. He fights the movements, but trips over his feet every time he makes a little progress. The more he yanks away, the deeper my nails slice into him. I kick the door open to find an empty bathroom. Perfect. I force him inside and slam the door closed behind us. 
I release him and he inspects his arm. “Jesus, Pipes—” he moans. “You are deceivingly strong!”
“I want to talk to you.” I plant myself in front of the door. 
“Too damn bad,” he barks. “I don’t want to talk to you.”
“Well, I need to talk to you.” 
“Tough.” He steps forward and reaches around my body to grip the doorknob behind me. I dig my heels into the floor and refuse to budge out of the way. He manages to crack the door open, but I slam against it to force it closed again. “Piper, come on, you’re acting like a fucking child.” 
“And you’re acting like a selfish prick.” 
“I’m selfish?!” he fires back. “No, you’re the one that just threw a hissy fit and pulled me into a damn bathroom.”
“I wouldn’t have to if you’d stop avoiding me! It’s the only reason why I even came to this stupid party.” 
“Well, I’m sure our lame college parties are nothing compared to what you’re used to,” he smirks. “Everyone here is fully clothed.” 
My jaw drops. “You piece of—” 
“Oh, have I made you angry, Piper?” he asks. “Good! I’ll leave then and you can get back to whatever stranger you’ve got lined up for tonight’s quick lay.” 
I push the insult aside. There are more important things to worry about. “Not yet.” 
“Get out of the way.”
“No.” 
He shakes his head. “This stubborn princess routine is getting real freakin’ old, Pipes.” 
“Deal with it.” 
“And by the way,” he seethes. “You were hotter with longer hair.” 
My teeth chatter with anger. He’s doing it on purpose to get under my skin, hoping to distract me long enough to slip away. I don’t budge, but the words still sting. “Go to hell!” I shout. 
“I’m already there!” He tries to push around me, but I stay firmly in place. “Do you want me to lift you out of the way?” he asks. “Because it wouldn’t be difficult. You weigh like a hundred pounds.” He reaches for the knob again, but I slap his hand away. 
“Then do it,” I challenge him. “But I’m still not going anywhere until you let me say what I need to say.” 
He reaches out and does exactly as he warned me he would do. My alcohol-laced stomach lurches as he raises me off the floor like a rag doll. 
“No!” I shout at him and kick my feet until he drops me back down. 
“Piper—” 
“No!” I hop back in front of the door. 
He grabs at me again and tries to force me to the side, but I latch onto his shirt collar with an iron grip. “You’re being ridiculous!” he shouts. 
“You’re making this harder than it needs to be!” 
“I’m making this harder?!” He slaps my hands away and I drop his collar. “You never should have come back here!” 
“Yeah, but I did and I’m not leaving again until you listen to me!” 
He grabs for the door, but I rush at it to keep it closed. “That’s it,” he growls and bends over to force me over his shoulder. “I’m done with this shit…” 
“Kai, please!” I shout as he stands upright. He wraps one arm around my body, locking me in place on his shoulder as he reaches for the doorknob with his free hand. He certainly wasn’t kidding about it being easy to move me. I feel practically weightless in his strong grip. As he pulls the door open, I lash out with my arms to close it again. 
“Knock it off, Piper!” 
“You knock it off, Kai!” 
He jerks the door open, only to growl once again when I punch it closed. “Goddammit!” He spins around fast and drops me to the floor. The sudden move of it knocks me off balance and I tumble onto the filthy mat near the bathtub. 
Kai uses the advantage and takes a long stride to the door. I stand up quickly and hike up my skirt before rushing at him. 
“Kai, Stop!” I shout as I leap onto his back. 
“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Piper!” He grabs the doorknob. 
I wrap my arms around his neck and my legs around his torso, latching myself to him. “I’m sorry!” The words shoot out from between my lips and fly directly into his ears.
His hand lingers on the doorknob, but he doesn’t turn it. “What?” he asks. 
“I’m sorry,” I whisper again. My chest heaves, out of breath, while tears sting my eyes. “Kai, I’m sorry.” I bury my face in his back. His heart thumps hard. I can feel it beneath his skin and muscles, pacing just as fast as my own. I keep my grip on him, never wanting to let go. “I messed up,” I continue. “I shouldn’t have… God— I messed up and… I’m sorry.” I peak out to see him staring at me in the mirror above the sink.
Kai inhales slowly. I count his breaths one-by-one, waiting for the moment when he finally speaks. I found his silent treatment earlier annoying, but now, it’s completely devastating. 
“I know,” he finally says. “You wouldn’t have come all this way if you weren’t.” His hand falls off the doorknob and glides back down to his side.
“Yeah…” I whisper. 
“Look,” he begins, “I know those incredible thighs of yours can probably hang there forever, but my back is kind of…” 
I loosen my grip on his neck. “Okay,” I say. I slide down his body and place my feet on the floor. For a second, I fear it is all a clever ruse and he’ll try to bolt again, but he does a quick stretch and turns around slowly to lean against the door with his hands in his pockets. “I thought about calling, but… it just didn’t feel right. I wanted to do this in person.” 
“Do what, Pipes?” he asks. 
I shrug slowly. “Fix this,” I say. “Beg you for forgiveness. Ask if we can be friends.”
“I told you I loved you,” he says, his voice low.
“I know.”
“And you let me believe for an entire week that you loved me, too.” 
“I didn’t…” I sigh. “I didn’t mean to. Hell, I probably thought I did for a while.” 
“What changed?” he asked. 
I scratch my elbow as tickles strike my nerves. “We couldn’t keep going, Kai,” I say. 
“Why not?” 
I swallow hard to fight the lump growing in my throat. “Because… everything. We fought constantly.” 
“I kind of liked that about us,” he admits with curled lips. 
I continue on, fighting the urge to return his smile. “And obvious family relations aside… you were going to school. I wasn’t. I ran away to Europe and you didn’t.” 
“I would have,” he interrupts. “Piper, you know I would have.”
“I couldn’t let you do that,” I urge. “I was prepared for that change. You weren’t.” 
“That’s not your decision to make.”
“You were in no state to make a decision like that, Kai,” I say. “I had planned it for years. Months of mapping and waiting and preparation went into that change.”
“And yet…” he says. “Here you are.” 
“Well…” I shrug. “There were a few factors I didn’t think of beforehand.” I look at him and I smile. “The day you showed up in Berlin… it changed everything.” 
“Not everything,” he argues. 
“Mostly everything.” 
He inhales. “But not how you feel about me.” 
I pause, questioning whether I should go further, but I push on. “Kai, I haven’t been with another man since you left,” I admit. “I’ve been completely tormented by what happened… by what I said to you. And I know you have as well.” His eyes fall for a moment. “I miss you and I can’t leave again until I know you understand that.”
“Oh, I understand you completely, Piper,” he scoffs. “I was just another one of your play things to be used up and tossed out.” 
It cuts me deep. “That’s not true, Kai.”
He stands up tall. “Yeah, well, that’s what it felt like. And by the way… No. I’m not ready to forgive you. Maybe someday, but that day sure as hell isn’t going to come around anytime soon.” 
“Kai, I’m sorry—” 
“That’s not good enough for me, Piper,” he says, his tone firm and direct. “I get no fuzzy feelings from your apologies. I get no fuzzy feelings when I think about you at all anymore.” 
I slink backward. Tears sting behind my eyelids. “Kai…” 
“I might feel a little bit fuzzy when I hear how tormented you’ve been. That actually feels kinda good.” 
“Wow.” I shake my head. “You know, I expected a little more empathy from you. I thought you were better than this.” 
He presents his hands. “Well, I guess we’ll both have to live with being complete disappointments to each other.” He spins around and grabs the doorknob. I don’t bother trying to stop him this time. “Bye, Piper,” he says as he steps out of the bathroom. 
 
***
 
I slide the card key into the slot and the light on the lock turns green. 
“Mom?” I ask as I step inside the dark hotel room. Silence answers me. She must have gone out. 
I plop down on my bed and stare up at the ceiling. 
Well… that went well. 
I should have turned around and flew back to Europe when I arrived here like my instincts told me to do. But, no. I just had to talk to him in person. I had to look into his eyes and tell him I was sorry for screwing up the most meaningful relationship I’ve ever been a part of. 
Piper, you’re a fucking idiot. 
But I did what I came here to do. I split my heart open, ripped it out, and showed it to him. I’ve never felt so unbelievably vulnerable in my entire life and in classic Kai Casablancas style, he used it to insult and degrade me. Why did I even bother with this again? 
Oh, that’s right. Because he’s the best lover I’ve ever had and I’d do anything to experience him again. 
I squeeze my eyes closed in a futile effort to curb the throbbing desire coursing through my body. It’s been eating away at me ever since I dragged him into that bathroom. I can still smell him on my hands. My skin quivers. Having his hands on me again, that rough touch of his, it’s so mind-numbingly powerful. I can’t stand it. I wanted to kiss him so badly then and the hunger lingers on my tongue. 
I can’t leave again until I’m satisfied. 
If appealing to him emotionally won’t work, then I’ll have to tap into his more primal side. 
I reach underneath my skirt and slide my fingertips along my throbbing lips. It’s almost enough to send me over the edge immediately. I pull back and let the tingling pleasure dissipate before touching myself again. I bring myself close, then immediately stop. I want to savor this. I ride the wave over and over again, forcing myself closer to climax each time, but backing off before the point of no return. 
Kai.
You won’t be swayed by fuzzy words and emotions? Fine. 
Maybe a more direct approach is necessary to get what I want. 



Chapter 6
Kai
 
“So, where were we?” I ask Nina. 
She stares at me with wide eyes and glances down my body. “What the hell was that all about?” she asks. 
I try to laugh it off, but my heart is still racing. It’s going to take one long and cold shower to shake off Piper’s powerful influence over me. “It was nothing. Really.” 
Nina raises an eyebrow. “Didn’t look like nothing to me.” She eyes my collar. “I thought she said she was your sister.”
“She is.” 
Her head tilts. “You have lipstick on your neck,” she points out, “and your shirt collar is completely wrecked.” 
My hand shoots to the back of my head and I rub my skin. When I look at my fingers, I find Piper’s bright red lipstick smeared on them. Dammit, Pipes. “Well… she’s my stepsister.” 
To my surprise, Nina starts laughing. “That’s one kinky household you grew up in.” 
“No—” I hold up my hands. “It’s not like—” 
“Calm down, Casablancas,” she chuckles. “I won’t tell anybody.” 
I sigh. “I’ve completely ruined my chances here, haven’t I?” I ask her. 
“Chances with what?” she asks. 
“With you…” I say. I recall her flirtation with me at the gym, but a sudden wave of uncertainty plagues me.
“Whoa…” She steps back. “Kai, I’m sorry if I mislead you…”
Well, shit…
She shakes her head. “My friends couldn’t come tonight and I thought you’d need someone to keep you company, too. I mean… you’re not very social. I figured you’d be uncomfortable in a place like this.”
“Okay…” My chest burns. I haven’t felt this humiliated since… well, ever.
“Besides, Mandy told us you’re off-limits and—” 
“Wait. Mandy told you what?” I interrupt.
“You’re off-limits,” she repeats. “Something about an old flame gone wrong and you’re still getting over it. Every girl on our floor knows.”
I grit my teeth. “She did, eh?” The sudden urge to strangle her overwhelms me. 
“Yeah — but don’t be mad at her or anything,” Nina urges. “I wish I had someone like that looking out for me.” 
“Yeah, Mandy’s such a good friend.” I peak around the room. The party still thrives at full blast, but I don’t catch sight of Mandy anywhere. 
“Anyway…” Nina continues. “It’s getting late and I have a class tomorrow morning. I’ll see you around, Kai.” 
“Right.” I continue looking around, my eyes on constant watch for their prey. Nina is gone by the time I look up again, but I don’t really blame her for bolting. I’m a fucking mess. 
Thanks a million, Piper.
I push through the crowd. After another minute of searching, I pull my phone from my pocket and send Mandy a message. 
Where are you?
She replies quickly, Outside.
I turn towards the front door and step out onto the quiet porch. A cloud of smoke strikes my face immediately as I walk into a smoker’s exhale. I cough it away, pushing my palm through the air to block the rest from polluting my lungs. I make it down the steps to the lawn, but I still wreak of the garbage. 
“Hey, Kai,” Mandy greets me by the curb while she taps away at her phone. “Any idea where Shawn is?” 
“No,” I answer quick.
She holds the phone to her ear and waits. I hear the dull ringing repeating on the other end as I stand next to her. “I might just have to leave without him then,” she sighs. “I told him I had to be back by midnight—” 
“Did you tell all the girls on our floor that I was off-limits?” 
“What?” she asks with confused eyes. They wander about before light finally shines behind them. “Ohhh, yeah. I might have.” 
“Why?”

She lowers the phone and ends the call. “It was months ago, Kai,” she says. “I was just trying to help you.”
“Help me? Or help Piper Lynch?” 
She slinks back. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“How long exactly have you and Piper been derailing my chances with women behind my back, huh?” I accuse. 
Her eyes go wide and her jaw drops in disbelief. “Okay…” she mutters. “You know, I was on your side throughout all of this nonsense, but now, I officially resign from this crazy fucking roller-coaster ride you two are hellbent on strapping everyone into.”
“You have a pretty messed-up definition of being an my side, Mandy.” 
“First of all,” she begins, “I did you a freakin’ favor with Nina Brock. All right? She’s completely bat-shit, even more so than Piper’s exclusive brand of crazy. Take it from the girl that shares four walls and a roof with her. Secondly, I would never derail your chances with anyone or anything and I’m honestly pissed off at the accusation, considering how much I’ve thanklessly done for you since you came back.”
 She’s right. Mandy’s put up with a ludicrous amount of my bullshit since we started school and I have no leg to stand on with the accusation. “Mandy, I…”
“The only person that’s derailed
your chances with anyone is you, Kai,” she interrupts. “You. Y. O. U. You. But I don’t judge you for it. Piper did a real fucked up thing and I told her that to her face earlier today. I backed you. I stood up for you.”
With every word she says, I feel worse and worse. “I’m sorry!” I speak fast, knowing that she’ll just interrupt me again. “I take it all back, all right?” 
“You’re damn right you take it all back,” she spits. “And what hell happened between you two in there? What did you do?”
“What did I do?” I parrot back. “She pulled me into a bathroom and wouldn’t let me out until I talked to her.” 
“Why didn’t you just talk to her when she asked you to?”
“Because…” I shake my head. “I wasn’t ready yet.”
She pauses, understanding my meaning. “Well, what did she say?” 
“She didn’t tell you?”
“No, she barely said a word to me.” Mandy slides her phone on again. “And honestly, it freaked me out a little. She had tears in her eyes.”
I try to imagine it, but the extreme ridiculousness at the idea refuses to take shape in my mind. “Oh, she did not,” I say. I look back at the house and a twinge of guilt strikes my guts.
“You know how many times I’ve seen Piper Lynch cry? Negative zero, that’s how many.” 
“I refuse to believe she was crying,” I argue again. The more I try to imagine it, the thicker the denial feels.
“Maybe she wasn’t, I don’t know,” Mandy says. “But she certainly wasn’t her classic jovial self a few minutes ago when I stuck her in a taxi cab.” 
“Taxi cab?” I ask. “Where was she going?” 
“She didn’t say.” 
“Did you ask?” 
“Do you really even care where she is?” 
I bite my tongue. Fucking hell. A split second of not knowing where Piper is in the world and I’m already panicking. “I’m going back to the dorm,” I say instead. “I saw Shawn last at the beer pong table in the backyard. Check there.” 
“Thanks,” she says.
I spin on my heels and cut across the street. 
 
***
 
Before today, it was difficult to close my eyes at night at not think about Piper Lynch lying next to me. 
Tonight, it’s fucking impossible. 
I touched her skin. I smelled her perfume. I heard her voice, fresh off her pink tongue. I could have reached out in that bathroom and kissed her. I may have even thought about it once, but my rage held me back. Six months of emotional agony led to that moment. Every night, I love her and hate her and love her again and hate her even more. I knew facing her again was inevitable. I rehearsed lines over and over in my head, preparing myself for that moment when I could finally say what I wanted to say to her. 
But I wasn’t ready.
Everything I planned to say turned to mush in my mouth. I could only muster a few insults to slam back at her, ones that I didn’t even mean. It’s stupid and immature, but that’s me for you. Crack open the nutshell and that’s Kai Casablancas.
I want a second chance, but if Mandy is right and Piper really was crying when she left, then I may not get one. For all I know, Piper rode straight to the airport and bought the next ticket out of dodge. Maybe it’s all for the best. I don’t deserve a second chance and she might not even deserve forgiveness. 
A clean break. That’s what she said in we needed in Madrid. She was probably right all along. 
My phone chimes on top of my bedside table. For a second, my heart leaps and I think that maybe Piper has chosen to contact me. But why would she? Maybe she’s in trouble. Maybe she needs my help. Maybe— 
Chill the fuck out, Kai. It’s just your alarm. 

It’s nine in the morning. Somehow, I managed to stay up all night thinking about this. I have my English class in an hour. Luckily, it’s my only class on Fridays and I can come back here afterward and try to get some sleep before the parent’s day festivities begin.
I roll off the bed and try not to wake Shawn while I get ready. 
 
***
 
Knock knock.
The pounding brings me out of a nightmare. I’m strapped to a cliff hanging over the ocean. Waves of a black sea crash beneath me, but there’s no danger there. The danger flies above me in the shape a giant, Piper Lynch-shaped falcon that swoops down once a day and eats my heart out. I think for a moment that it’s all over and that I’ll finally die, but then my heart grows back overnight while her shape flies in circles over my head, waiting for the next feeding time. 
Fuck. I should really drop that Mythology class…
Knock knock.
I grunt as I push myself off my bed. It feels like I’ve only been asleep for twenty minutes. When I got back from my class, Shawn was still here. He’s gone now, so I must have been out for hours… 
Knock knock.
“Yeah, yeah!” I grab the door and pull it open.
Piper fucking Lynch stands in my hallway. I’m immediately wide awake as I stare down at her. 
“Sorry… did I wake you?” she asks.
“Yeah,” I say. My eyes wander down her petite body. She wears a white blouse and blue jeans — tight blue jeans. The top buttons on the blouse are open, revealing the smooth skin of her chest just above her large and round—
“I just wanted to stop by and let you know I was leaving.”
My eyes snap to her perfect red lips. “Oh,” I mutter. I feel a bit of relief. Soon, she’ll be gone and I can get back to that whole clean break thing. 
“But before that, I wanted to…” She pauses and bites her lip.
“What?” I ask. 
“Can I come in?” 
I think on it for a moment. Opening up to Piper again, no matter what the context, doesn’t feel like the best move. “No,” I finally say. 
“Fine. I’ll just ask you out here.” She rests her hands against the doorway and my eyes immediately fall downward to her cleavage. 
“Ask me what?” I force my eyes back up. 
Her lips curl. “Wanna fuck?” 
And just like that, my cock stands to attention. “Seriously?” I sigh. 
“Oh, come on, Kai. I mean, I came all this way just to see you.” Her deep blue eyes lock on mine, pulling me in. “Before I leave, we might as well go to town on each for a little while… for old times’ sake.” 
Every ounce of blood inside of me rushes south. “You’re a real piece of work, you know that, Pipes?” 
She raises an eyebrow. “Is that a no?” 
Yes. Say yes. “No,” I mutter.
You idiot.
She drifts forward, just barely inching through the doorway tits first. “Then can I come in?” Her eyes peak around me into the room.
I flex my jaw and inhale deep. Real deep. There are a million reasons to slam the door on her damn face again and only one reason not to. I’m frustrated — emotionally, sexually, you name it and I’m it. I want nothing more than to take that frustration out on Piper’s petite little body. In fact, it’s not even the worst idea in the world. There’s gotta be some branch of psychology out there that would consider it healthy, right?
She looks back at me with those stunning blue eyes. Her lust peaks out at me through her long, black lashes, urging my own to boil to the surface. 
I move to the side and her smile stretches along her lips as she steps forward. I close the door and lock it with a quick flick of my wrist. 
“Where’s Shawn?” she asks, glancing around the cramped room. 
“Class,” I answer. 
She drops her purse to the floor and looks back at me as her fingers fall to the front of her white blouse. “How long will he be gone?” Her fingers start flicking the buttons open and I see the tops of her breasts poking out of a tight, red bra. I flashback to that little inn we stayed at in Dublin and the ecstasy I felt when I shot a load all over— 
I clear my throat. “I don’t know,” I answer. “A few hours. Maybe…” 
“Well, we can be quick…” she whispers, “but I really don’t want to be.” The blouse slides down her shoulders and topples to the floor below. 
I bite my tongue to keep from speaking, but the words come tumbling out anyway. “Maybe we shouldn’t do this, Piper—” I freeze as she reaches out and grips my belt. There’s a gnawing feeling at the back of my mind, the kind that plagues you moments before you remember something important. 
“Do you want to?” she asks me.
“Yes — god, yes…” I breathe, shaking my head. “I just… don’t want to open that door again.” She pauses and gazes up into my eyes. “It was pretty hard to close after last time…” 
She bites her bottom lip. “I know what you mean,” she says. “I don’t want to mess things up for you here anymore than I already have, Kai.” Her fingers slip into my open zipper. “But I think — of all people — the two of us should be able to keep this casual. Don’t you think?” 
I sigh as her fingers wrap around my stiff cock. She licks her lips, the way she always used to before dropping to her knees in front of me. Fuck. Piper Lynch and I have had some pretty bad times in the past, but I can’t seem to remember a single fucking one of them right now. My mind is full of the good ones, like the look in her eyes when I surprised her on the train to London, or her laughter on the wind when I held her hand while she bent back to kiss the Blarney Stone, or the mind-numbing pleasure I felt coming inside of her over and over again while a parade marched by our hotel window in Madrid. 
Fuck.
Fuck. 
Fuck.
There has to be something I’m forgetting, some moment that will pull me out of this downward spiral, but I just can’t—
Piper pushes herself up onto her toes and gently plants a kiss on my lips. It’s a quick peck, like a friendly greeting after a long time away from each other. My tongue erupts with saliva while my cock twitches hard in her hand. I can barely hear anything over the pounding of blood in my ears. 
“Right…” I say. “Casual it is.” 
She smiles at me and lowers herself down onto her knees. 
Piper fucking Lynch. My oldest acquaintance. My wicked stepsister. My ex-lover, down to fuck once again. 
Her lips wrap around my tip and everything goes black. That mouth. The direct source of my greatest pleasures and most frustrating aggravations. I can’t tell you how many times her words have driven me to want to strangle her (although, as history tells, she’d probably just enjoy that), nor can I say how many times I’ve wanted to jizz down her little throat. If I had to guess, the numbers would be about equal with the urge to strangle her winning by a short margin. 
I let my fingertips fall to her head and I comb them through her short, black locks. She’s teasing me now, refusing to take me in any more than an inch or two. Her tongue tastes me over and over again between little sucks. I can’t take the throbbing. My balls ache black and blue, ready to mark all over her face, but I hold it back. No, I’m not letting it go to waste so quickly. I let her work me in and she keeps the excruciating pace for another minute before her little blue oceans glance up at me and she takes me all the way into the back of her throat. 
It hits me like a tidal wave, nearly knocking me off my feet. I laugh hard, I can’t help myself. Her technique hasn’t changed a bit, but I’m certainly not complaining. It reminds me of that bathroom we snuck into together at a pub in London. 
Fuck. Another good memory of her. 
Didn’t I despise her a few minutes ago? Isn’t there something else I’m supposed to be— Fuck—
I inhale sharply as she sucks hard on my sensitive tip. This pain in me is almost too much for me to handle. I reach down and grip her shoulders to bring her up to face me again. Her lips glisten with her saliva and I steal a taste of her wonderful flavor for myself. She moans against my lips. It makes me kiss her even harder as I unzip her tight jeans. She quivers against my touch and lets me push her jeans down to the floor to reveal red panties to match her tight bra. I kiss her thighs on the way back up, making her giggle softly into the air. She grips my shirt and pulls it over my head.
I pick her up and she wraps her legs around my waist. She kisses me again and massages our tongues together as my cock presses against her, begging to be inside of her. I stumble across the room and lower her onto my bed in the corner. Her short hair creates a dark halo around her head and I smile down at her. 
“What?” she asks. 
“I actually kind of like your hair like this,” I chuckle. 
She shakes her head with a devious smirk. “You don’t have to compliment me during a casual hook-up, Kai.”
I raise an eyebrow and grip her wrists before pinning her arms above her head. “I can insult you, if you prefer. It might be more fun for me, actually…” 
“Or we can just stop talking altogether…” She grins and pushes up to steal a kiss from me. 
I kiss her back and release her hands as I descend her petite body. I come face-to-face with her glorious tits and I remember how much I miss them. I fell asleep on them one night in Dublin and had the most magnificent dreams of my life. She complained about back pain the next morning, but it was so fucking worth it. 
I unhook the front clasp of the bra and they bounce to their natural setting. My lips curl as I press my face between them and inhale my lungs full of her scent. She pushes her fingers through my hair and moans softly with every kiss I place on her warm skin. I keep going down. She pleasured me, after all, and I always return the favor. 
Piper trembles as I pull her panties down to her ankles. I take a moment and stare down at her body. That stunning alabaster skin… I’ll never tire of it. I put my hands on it and remember how silky smooth it is as I lower myself between her legs. She raises her knees and hooks them over my shoulders, as she always does… or did. 
Her chest heaves with anticipation of me. It’s been six months since I’ve had the chance to tease her and I want to savor every moment of her torment. I purse my lips and lay kisses on her thighs, slowly inching closer to her willing slit. Her nails dig into my scalp as she tries to pull me in, but I refuse her. My tongue drips with saliva, thirsty for her taste, but I keep my resolve. Her scent fills my nose, that sweet aroma of sex that drives me wild. 
I lick my lips and let my tongue hang out just inches away from her. She moans and her body trembles beneath my touch. I look up at her and smile at the passion in her eyes. She wants it so badly. She always did before, but right now, the look in her eyes is one of excruciating pain. I know now that she told me the truth before. She really hasn’t been with anyone since Spain. 
I let my tongue glide across her folds and her fist clamps tighter onto my hair. She holds back her screams by biting her lips closed. Her entire body tightens up as I bury my face in her. Her flavor — it hasn’t changed at all. I drink her wetness and plunge my tongue inside of her for more. More blood fills my already raging cock. I want to be inside of her so badly, but I can’t pull away from her dripping slit. 
I balance her clit between my teeth. It throbs hard against my tongue. Her fingers fall from my head and she grabs at the bedspread to dig her nails into something. I enjoy the look on her face more than ever as I suck softly on her clit. She can barely even open her eyes. Moans pour off her lips, intense and loud, as I feel her climax against me. 
It’s pure, undeniable ecstasy in her eyes when she finally opens them again. She watches me lap at her. Her thighs twitch wildly as my tongue put too much pressure on her sensitive bud. Her body fights it, but she can’t bring herself to make me stop. My lips curl as I flick at her, trying to make her beg me to stop. Her face contorts. She bites her lips and tongue. Every muscles in her body goes tense.
“Oh— fuck—” she cries out between her teeth and plants a hand against my forehead.
I pull away and kiss her thighs, overwhelmed with victory, but we’re not done yet. I travel up her body slowly, giving her enough time to catch her breath again before I take it away with eager kisses. She licks my lips clean of her taste and spreads her legs wide for me. 
My cock rests perfectly between her folds, but I don’t push in. Not yet. I want to make sure I’m looking in her eyes as I do it. I’ve waited so long to be inside of her again and I want to see the delicious pain cross her face. I brace my stiffness against her and stare into her eyes while she gazes back at me. She kisses me with her eyes wide open, watching me closely with each heaving breath she takes. 
I slide inside of her and she feels like heaven. 
I rest my head on her shoulder and she holds me against her. Neither of us move an inch. We breathe in and out. Our pulses sync up together. I almost blow my load right here, but the promise of more holds me back. I raise my head and she smiles back at me.
Piper fucking Lynch.
I move inside of her with quick thrusts, remembering exactly how she likes it: Hard, fast, and without restraint. Coincidentally, it’s exactly how I like it, too. She purrs in my ears as I go, bucking her hips to meet me. She angles up to wrap her legs tight around my waist, sending my rod deeper inside of her. I grunt in pleasure. Her wetness is tight and smooth, somehow even more so than I remember. Maybe it’s just the severe dry spell I’ve lived with for six months, but I can’t deny how fucking amazing she feels. 
I bury my face in her tits and lick the sweet sweat off her body as I pound away at her. Six months of pain and hatred surge through my groin, fueling each thrust I send at her. Laughter spills off her lips, as if to mock me. I reach up to grip her black hair and tug her head to the side so I can attack her neck. I bite and suck at her, hoping to bring her the same pain. She moans with each nibble I give her and her nails dig a little deeper into my back.
Her nails scratch at me. I feel my skin break as I lean up and stare down at her. “Turn around,” I say. 
Piper gives in to my demands and she does it with a smile on her face. She releases her legs from about my waist and flips over onto her stomach. Her arms and legs shake as she raises her ass into the air for me. 
I shove my cock back inside of her. My thrusts shake the bed beneath us. It taps against the wall, but I can’t be bothered to stop. Let someone hear. Let someone complain. I don’t give a fuck. I grip her ass and dig my fingers into her perfect skin while I pound her even harder. 
Piper latches against my pillow and stuffs the corner between her teeth. I make a game of it to see if I can make her scream louder, but she manages to keep the sound smothered against the pillow. 
I lean forward and grab her hair. Her back arches as I whisper in her ear. “Moan for me, Piper,” I tell her. She does and the pillow drops from her mouth. I hit her with an unstoppable flurry of cock, sliding in and out of her, until I feel her muscles clamp around me. Her moisture triples inside as she comes on me. Her insides twitch wildly, sending fierce vibrations through my body. 
I hold her against me as I come. She rounds her hips, grinding us together, milking my cock for every last drop of it. If she’s that thirsty for me, then I’ll give it all to her. I pump inside of her until my legs give out beneath me. 
We collapse together onto the small bed and slowly roll over to stare at each other. I can’t speak. I don’t need to. I can see everything she has to say in her eyes. Her hair has fallen down, stuck to her wet, sweaty face. I reach out and push it back behind her ear before leaning in to kiss her again. Her tongue is as dry as mine is, but she still tastes so good. 
“Kai…” she whispers. “I l—” 
A key moves in the lock. 
We both shoot up in the bed. Panic rises in my chest as a thousand thoughts run together in my mind. Maybe I can hide her under the bed or in the closet. Which one is faster? But what about her clothes on the floor? Oh, Christ—
The door pushes open and we hear Shawn’s voice. “We had a big night last night, Mr. L. I’m sure he’s still napping away—” 
Mr. L?
Oh, fuck.
No. No no no. 
My eyes fall on Piper’s and my tongue ties into knots. She grips the bed sheet in shock and pulls it against her to hide her naked breasts.
Shawn steps into the room with my mother and stepfather right behind him. 
Philip Lynch. The headmaster of my former high school, Belle Academy, and Piper’s father… a man that hasn’t seen or heard from his daughter in over six months. 
My mother gasps, but doesn’t say a word. Shawn’s reaction is pretty much the same. 
Philip’s eyes hop from my face to Piper’s and they stay there. “Piper?” he asks, his voice laced with anger. 
Piper trembles beside me. “Hi, Dad…” she squeaks. 
Holy. Fucking. Shit.



Chapter 7
Piper
 
Holy. Fucking. Shit. 
No. This isn’t happening.
I lock eyes with my father and I remember the last time I saw him. He dropped Mandy and me off at the airport. I gave him a sweet kiss on the cheek and told him I’d see him next week. 
But that never happened. 
I stayed in Europe with my mother, just like I always planned to. I didn’t go to Harvard like he planned for me. I walked away from him and everything having to do with him in search of a new life away from his control.
He looks at me now with nothing but rage. There is no relief in his eyes, no happiness of seeing me alive and well, only a sudden clarity of my treachery against him. “What the hell is going on here?!” he shouts at us. 
I tremble with a new fear. It clashes with the desire inside of me, still lingering strong for Kai. My eyes wander around the room, taking in the gazes of all those around us. My stepmother, Ava, looks more confused than angry or upset. Shawn has slunk backward and slid down into his desk chair behind them with curious amusement dancing in his eyes. I open my mouth to speak to my father, but the words refuse to form on my tongue. Kai doesn’t say anything either.
“Piper!” he shouts again. I jolt at the sound. “Answer me!” 
I force myself to breathe. “I…” 
My father puts his hands on his hips. His face is red and a light sweat has broken out along his brow. “Piper, so help me god, if you don’t say something right now—” 
Kai rests his hand on my thigh. “Okay—” he interrupts and forces my father’s attentions on himself instead. “Let’s just calm down.” 
“Calm down?!” my father parrots back. “I haven’t seen my daughter in six months — you know that. You sat at my dinner table and shrugged your shoulders when I asked where she was and now I find you deflowering her in your dorm room—” 
“Okay, hold on there, Philip—” Kai raises his hand. “No one’s getting deflowered here, all right? Your daughter ain’t exactly uncharted waters.” 
I smack his arm. “Kai!” 
“Well, you’re not!”
“You don’t have to say it like that!” 
He looks at me. “Piper, that’s the nicest
way I’ve ever described you.” 
I shake my head, mad with fury, and turn away from him. 
“Piper, is this true?” my father asks me, his eyes boring down on me from the foot of the bed. 
I hold the sheet so tightly around my breasts, I think for a moment that it’ll fuse with my still-erect nipples. “I…” The words get trapped in my throat. I’m not exactly the poster child for a shy sexuality, but I sure as hell don’t want to talk about it with my father — especially not while I’m naked with my stepbrother’s semen slowly seeping out of my crevice. “You know what…” I say. “We should probably talk about this later.” 
“Oh, no,” my father says. “I’m not letting you out of my sight until I know exactly where the hell you’ve been all this time. I want answers and I want them now.”
Blood fills my cheeks. “Dad, please—” 
“No!” 
“Philip, honey…” Ava steps forward and places her hand on his arm. “Maybe she’s right. I don’t think any of us are in the correct frame of mind for such a discussion right now.” 
“I don’t care!” he shouts. “This is unacceptable!” He points at the two of us, naked and sweating in Kai’s bed. “What the hell are you two thinking? This is a complete embarrassment.”
“Chill out, Philip,” Kai fires back. He leans against the headboard and stares at my father with no fear in his eyes. “It’s just a casual thing.” 
My father’s eyes grow wide in his skull. “You’re having casual sex with my daughter?” A darker rage fills his face and for a moment, I fear he may actually attack Kai with his bare hands. 
Ava’s firm grip on his arm holds him at bay. “Philip, please,” she urges. “Let’s give them some privacy and we’ll get back together with them later.” 
“Fine…” he says. My father’s red eyes fall on me again and I recoil against the headboard. “And you…” he seethes with a pointed finger. “Don’t you go anywhere. Do you hear me?” 
“Yes, sir,” I whisper. I see Kai glance at me out of the corner of my eyes, but I can’t bring myself to look anywhere other than the bed sheet around me. 
Ava tugs on his arm and the two of them make wide strides towards the door. My father shoots one last look at the two of us before slamming it closed behind him. 
Shawn slides out of his desk chair without hesitation. “I think I’m going to go hang with Mandy for a while…” he says.
“Yeah,” Kai says. “Sounds good.” 
He slips out of the room, but not without sneaking one last peak at me first. I hear him lock the door behind him, sealing the two of us inside. 
“Pipes…” 
I collapse forward and rest my head in my hands. “Oh, fuck…” 
He reaches for me, but I pull away the second I feel his fingertips on my skin. “Piper—” 
“It’s just a casual thing?!” I repeat his words back to him and snap up to face him. “What the fuck were you thinking?!” 
“There was no sense in lying to him,” he says. “He saw everything he needed to put it all together.” 
“What the hell are they even doing here?!” 
He squeezes his eyes closed and hesitates for a second. “It’s… parent’s weekend. They came here for that—” 
My head throbs with a blinding pain. “And you didn’t think this was vital information to pass on to me?!” 
“Behold the power of your cunt, Piper.” 
I throw the sheet away from me and push off the bed. “Fucking hell, Kai…” 
“Piper, calm down…” 
“I have to get out of here…” I mutter the words. They fall from my lips as I frantically gather my clothes off the floor. “I have to find a cab and get to the nearest airport right fucking now—” 
“Piper, stop!” 
I keep moving, scanning the floor for my underwear. I drop to my knees and fish under the bedspread to find my red panties hidden beneath it. A wave of nausea strikes me cold. I can barely even feel Kai’s hands on me as I stand up. “Don’t touch me!” I shout. 
He refuses to release me and pulls me closer to his naked skin. “Piper, think about this. If you leave now, it’ll just make things worse.” 
“Not for me.” I try to jerk away, but it just makes him hold my arms tighter. 
“What did you think would happen when you finally showed your face again, huh?” he asks. He slaps my clothes out of my hands and I drop them to the floor. “Did you think he’d just shrug it off and welcome you back with open arms? You gutted him, Piper. Of course he’s pissed. We all are.” 
“Then let me go!”
“So you can leave and never come back — for real this time?” He shakes his head. “No.” His arms wrap around my body and he holds me against him as he lifts me off the floor. I hang suspended in his arms, my toes just barely grazing the carpet. 
“Knock it off, Kai!” I try to wiggle free, but he just squeezes me tighter. Once again, I’m weightless in his strong arms.
“Say you’ll stay and I will.” 
“I’m not staying here forever.” 
“I’m not asking you to,” he says, his voice steady and calm. “I’m just asking for another night.” 
“And what good will that do?”
“You might not think so right now, Piper, but sooner or later, you’re going to need him—” 
“Bullshit!” I shake in his arms, but his brute strength holds me there. 
“And when you do, you’re going to be happy you made things right with him now.” 
My lips tremble. “I can’t make things right with him, Kai. It’s too late.” 
He shakes his head. “No, it’s not. Just look at us.”
I stare down into his eyes. “What about us?” 
“Pipes…” he whispers. “If I can manage to be alone in a room with you without the intense urge to hang myself, then so can he.” 
I relax my body in his arms and he loosens his grip on me. “This wasn’t just a casual thing, was it?” I ask. 
He looks back at me and his smile slowly wanders from his lips. “I don’t want to answer that.” 
I furrow my brow. “Why not?” 
My toes touch the floor as he lowers me down and lets go of me. “Because,” he answers, “then you’ll definitely leave again.” He steps away from me and bends over to grab his jeans. 
“That’s not true…” I say. I watch as he steps into them and slides them up his body. “Kai, stop.”
He pauses and looks back at me. “I tried to get over it, Piper, but…” His eyes travel down my body, still naked and free. “You were wrong. I can’t keep it casual with you. You may be able to… but I can’t.” 
My heart races. “So it’s all or nothing then?” I ask. 
He nods. “Yeah, I guess it is.” He reaches for his shirt. Deep, red marks lash up his back, laid by my own fingernails. “But I won’t be the guy that forces you to stay. It’s up to you.” 
I bite my lip to keep from screaming. I’d do anything right now to go back in time and relive that perfect week we had together. Just the two of us against the world. A blissful moment in time before reality set in. But we can’t have that again. Lightning in a bottle, as they say. 
Or was it?
“Okay,” I say. 
He looks back at me with hesitation. “Okay what?” he asks. 
“Okay,” I repeat. “I’m in.”
“Piper…” he sighs. “Don’t say that unless you mean it.” 
I step forward. “I mean it.” I keep my voice firm and strong. “Kai, I will stay here with you.” 
“Pipes… Are you sure?” 
“Yes,” I smile and fall into his arms. He holds me close and his lips embrace mine. 
All or nothing. 
I jump up and wrap my legs around his body. The fires inside of me reignite as he carries me to the bed again. Kai kisses me, hard and fast. I pull his shirt off his body and toss it to the floor where it belongs. I can feel his hardness pressing against me, begging to be freed again from his jeans. His stamina makes me grin. It’s the perfect rival to my own. It was a silent game we played together in Europe. A fun battle every night to see who could wear the other out first.
I honestly don’t remember the score. In the end, it’s safe to say we were both winners.
I unzip his jeans and push my fingers inside to claim my prize.



Chapter 8
Kai
 
I watch her as she moves around the room. Piper Lynch. The alabaster bastard herself. 
My Piper Lynch. 
She slides her red panties up her body then grabs her bra off the floor to put it back on, too. “Where are you going?” I ask her as I push my hands behind my head. I settle against them and enjoy the show as she bends over to retrieve her blouse. 
She whips her head back to glance at me. “The ladies’ room,” she answers. 
“Ahh…” I say.
She rolls her eyes at me. “Get that look off your face.” 
“What look?” I grin. 
“That look,” she says as she stands up. “That smug, satisfied smirk.” 
“But I am smug and satisfied,” I say. “I deserve the right to smirk.” 
She tilts her head and slides into her jeans. My cock twitches as she pulls them up over her perfect ass. It can’t possibly be ready to go again just yet, but my blood pumps towards it anyway. 
“When I get back,” she says, “we should talk.” 
I wince. “But not talking has worked out pretty well so far.”
She buttons her blouse to the top. “There will be plenty of time for not talking later, Kai,” she says, “but now, we should talk.” 
She’s right. There’s no denying that. The logistics of this arrangement won’t be easy to figure out. I was just hoping we wouldn’t have to do it immediately. “All right,” I say. “I’ll get dressed.” 
Piper smiles and drifts back over to the bed. “I’ll be right back.” She leans over and kisses me, long and soft. It takes every bit of self-control to keep myself from pulling her back into this bed with me. 
She flashes a wink at me before exiting the room. 
I sit up and a feeling of great dread attacks my chest. 
Please, Pipes. Don’t let this be like last time.
I don’t think I can take losing her again, especially not so quickly after last time. A million scenarios play out in my head as I step back inside my jeans. What if she’s already gone? What if she’s bolting across the lawn outside right now, flagging down a cab? What if I just woke up from a pleasant, yet oddly nightmarish, dream and this entire day never even happened? 
What if she’s serious and she really will be right back?
I pull my shirt over my head and the door opens quickly. It slams closed fast and I turn around to see Shawn standing in front of it. 
“Dude.” His eyes are wide and alert, like he just saw a real-life dinosaur.
I hold up a hand. “Shawn…” I urge. 
“What the fuck was that?” He’s not angry at all. His lips curl at both ends and his voice is laced with hilarity. 
“That was…” I inhale deep and drop every lie from my words. “That was pretty much exactly what it looks like.” 
“You’re fucking Piper Lynch?” He looks so full of pride, I can’t help but chuckle a little bit. 
“Yeah.” 
“Since when?” 
“We got together the first time in Europe,” I answer. “I stayed behind to be with her… but she made me leave.” 
“That’s what happened?”
“It’s the edited version,” I say. “But yeah, that’s about it.” 
“So, what you’re telling me is…” he muses, “that you actually won our bet, but you pretended not to for her sake?”
“Yeah, pretty much.” 
“Dude.” He steps forward and slaps a hand on my shoulder. “That is romantic as fuck.” 
I chuckle. “Okay, Shawn.” 
“Do you want your car back? It’s only fair.” 
I shake my head. “The car is yours, man.” 
“All right,” he says, “but you get driving privileges — whenever you want.” 
“Fair enough.” 
“Wow…” he breathes. “You and Piper.” 
“Me and Piper.” 
“What are you guys going to do now?” 
I shake my head. “She says she’s going to stay in the country.”
“I’m sensing a but there,” he says. “You don’t believe her?” 
I tilt my head as a stream of thoughts clog my mind. “I’m… cautiously optimistic. Piper isn’t exactly the type to act on impulse. We’re supposed to talk about it when she gets back from the bathroom.” 
“Piper’s not in the bathroom,” he says. 
I furrow my brow. “What?” 
“She’s in Mandy’s room,” he explains. “They kicked my ass out.” 
I’d feel disappointed, but I’m actually not at all surprised. Mandy’s been a constant between us since the very beginning. It makes sense that Piper would run to her for guidance. Hell, it’s my first instinct, too. 
“What are you going to do about your parents?” Shawn asks. 
I flinch. I’d actually managed to go ten minutes without imagining Philip Lynch’s red eyes casting flames at me. Although, I’d rather bare witness to that over my mother’s awkward eyes, full of confusion and disappointment in me. “Fuck,” I breathe. “I don’t know.” 
“Well, for what it’s worth…” Shawn stands up tall. “I support you, Kai.” He winks at me. Clearly, the only thing he supports about all of this is that now I’m finally getting laid again. It doesn’t matter that the girl is my stepsister.
“Thank you, Shawn,” I say. “You’re a true friend.”
He nods. 
 
***
 
I give the girls ten minutes. A nervous flutter tickles my insides as I make my way down the hall to Mandy’s room. It’s oddly familiar to me and I flashback to those slow-motion moments on the train to Rome. She was hiding out in the bathroom and I stood outside of it, waiting for her to open up and let me in so I could kiss her. I wasn’t completely sure at the time if I was even going to go through with it, but when she opened the door and I saw that lust buried deep in her eyes, the same lust I had for her, the decision was made for me. 
I gripped her pink cheeks and kissed those soft lips for the first time. 
She avoided me like the plague after that. 
Hopefully, history isn’t going to repeat itself now. 
I reach the door and knock on it three times. With each passing second of silence, my heart sinks more and more. I knock again. 
“Looking for Mandy, Kai?” 
I turn around to see Nina walking towards the door. She carries a thick stack of textbooks in her arms and fumbles a bit in her jacket pocket before yanking out her keys. “Yeah,” I answer. 
Nina slides the room key in and pushes the door open. “She’s not here,” she says. “I just saw her down in the lobby with your sister,” she winks and lays her books down on her bed.
Dammit, Piper.
“Any idea where they were headed?” I ask from the doorway.
She shakes her head. “Sorry.” 
“Thanks,” I mutter. 
My phone rings in my pocket as I step away from the room and for a second, I think that maybe she’s calling me. The excitement disappears when I see it’s my mother. I take a deep breath before answering it. “Hey, Mom,” I say.
 “Kai…” she says, “we would like to have dinner with the two of you at the house tonight. Is… Piper still with you?” Her voice is direct, stiff, almost like she rehearsed the question a few times in front of a mirror before calling. 
“Yeah,” I lie. “She’s here.” 
“Can you be at the house by seven?” 
I take a breath. “Sure, Mom. Seven sounds good.” 
“Thank you.” 
She hangs up before I can say anything else. 
I expected something like this. Whenever anything bad happens in the family, my mother’s first instinct is always to throw a dinner party. Get everyone in one place and talk it out, calmly and effectively. It’s how Piper and I found out about their affair. They sat us down, all four of our parents, at the same table still standing in the dining room to this day, and informed us that they were getting divorces. My mother and Philip did most of the talking. After all, they were the ones coming out on top in the end. Penny, Piper’s mother, cracked jokes and drank nearly a whole bottle of wine by herself while my father occasionally laughed along with her at the sheer ridiculousness of it all. There was another dinner party after I got back from Europe and Piper was declared missing. 
Piper showing up after disappearing for six months? Definitely an event worthy of a dinner party.
The kids caught in bed together? The after party will be legendary.
I begin a new text message and send it to Mandy. Tell her we have a dinner party tonight at seven.
If Piper needs her space right now, that’s fine. I can give it to her. But that feeling of dread grows larger in my gut. I guess I should have known better. 
Catching Piper Lynch is like trying to hold a live catfish with your bare hands while your fingers are coated with lube. 



Chapter 9
Piper
 
“Tell her we have a dinner party tonight at seven,” Mandy reads out from her phone. 
I glance at it over her shoulder. “What?” She tilts the screen in my direction and I let out a deep scoff. “Of course…” Ava’s back to her old, predictable tricks again.
“I guess he figured out you gave him the slip,” she says as she slides the phone back into her pocket. 
“It wasn’t exactly stealthy,” I say. “But the more nervous he is about it, the better it’ll feel when I show up with these.” I hold up the cardboard cup holder. One highly-caffeinated coffee sits nestled inside each of the four slots.
Mandy grins as she pulls one cup loose and claims it as her own. “You’re such a good girlfriend.” 
I wrinkle my nose. “Not sure if I’m okay with the label just yet… but I’m trying. See?” I hold up the drinks again. “This is trying.” 
“I’m sure it will make him very happy,” she laughs and holds the door open for me as we make our way outside.
We begin walking back towards the dorm. “Thanks for knowing how he likes his coffee,” I tell her. “I feel like I should have already known that about him.” 
She shrugs. “You know plenty about him already. Don’t be too hard on yourself.” 
“Oh, sure,” I say. “I know he likes it when I scratch up his back and that he gets turned on when I nibble on his left ear — but not the right ear — and I know what part of his penis to stimulate the most for the fastest orgasm… I don’t think any of that is what people have in mind when they talk about getting to know a person.” 
“Screw what other people think,” Mandy replies. “You guys aren’t like normal people and you shouldn’t be. Normal people are boring.” 
I chuckle. “You sound like my mother.” 
Her face beams. “Any comparison to Penny, no matter how small, is the greatest of compliments. I’ll take it.” She sips her coffee. “Where is Penny, by the way? Did she come with you?” 
I nod. “She’s in town. Somewhere.” 
“Somewhere?” Mandy asks. 
“She didn’t come back to the hotel room last night,” I say. “I texted her. She said she’s fine.” 
“Then I’m sure she’s fine.” 
“I’m not too worried,” I say. “No, I’m way more worried about this damn dinner party tonight.” 
We reach the dorm and Mandy opens the door for me again. “You’re not going to try and get out of it?” she asks. 
I shake my head. “Kai’s right, I think,” I sigh. “If I don’t at least try and make things right, then I’ll regret it later.”
“Look at you, Piper,” she smirks. “Thinking like a genuine adult.”
“I know…” she say. “It’s sickening.” 
We board the elevator and she presses the button for their floor. 
 
***
 
I stand outside his room and wonder if I’m allowed to just walk right in. Mandy used the term ‘girlfriend,’ but is that really what I am yet? Are girlfriends allowed free reign to just waltz in whenever they please? 
I balance the drink carrier in one hand and knock instead.
Shawn answers the door and immediately grins at me as if I’ve slipped a nipple. “Hello, Piper,” he greets me. 
“Hi, Shawn,” I say. I glance around him and see Kai sitting at his desk. “May I come in?” 
“Of course,” he replies and steps to the side. “I was just on my way out.” 
I take a few steps inside. “Before you do—” I grab one of the coffees and slide it free from the carrier. “This is for you.” 
Shawn takes it from me and holds it up to his nose. He inhales deep to enjoy the scent of the fresh brew. “You know…” He points at me and then back at Kai. “A man could get used to this.” He strides around me and closes the door as he leaves.
I look at Kai and my heart swells. “Hi,” I say.
He spins around in the swivel chair to face me. “So, you went for coffee, eh?” he asks. 
“What?” I ask as I glide over to the desk and set the carrier down. “Did you think I ran off? Hailed a cab to the airport?”
“It crossed my mind,” he admits. 
“Mine, too,” I tease with a wink. I pull his coffee free and hold it out to him. “Cream. No sugar.” 
Kai takes it, but sets it down on the desk. He stands up silently and wrap his arms around me. I return his embrace and he grips me even tighter against him.
“What’s this for?” I ask with a small chuckle. 
“Nothing,” he says. “Just felt like doing it.” He pulls away and stares down at me with a hand on my cheek. “Piper… what were you going to say before?” he asks. 
“Before what?”
His hand drops from my cheek. “Before they walked in here,” he says. “You said, ‘Kai, I…’ What were you going to say?” 
My breath catches in my throat. I was hoping he wouldn’t ask about that, but I’m happy he did. “I was going to say… that I loved you.” 
“Did you mean it?” he asks. 
I surge of annoyance spikes inside of me. “Of course I did,” I say. “You don’t have to ask me every time if I mean the words I say to you, Kai.” 
“To be fair, Pipes,” he says, “yeah, I kind of do.” 
“Absolutely nothing about that is fair,” I argue. “If I recall, I never asked you to stay with me in Europe. You did that on your own. And I never once told you I loved you either, so I don’t appreciate this attitude that I somehow led you on.” 
“You did lead me on, Piper,” he fires back. “You could have told me to leave at any time.”
“And I did!”
“Yeah, after a whole week of getting what you wanted out of me.”
“I don’t remember you having any complaints about that at the time!”
“Then you’re remembering wrong!” 
I put my palms against my face. “Ugh!” I cry. “Stop! This is ridiculous!” I take a deep breath, preparing for his comeback, but silence fills my ears. When I finally lower my hands, I catch him smiling at me. “What the hell are grinning at?” I ask him. 
“I love you, Piper.” 
I heave a thick sigh. “I love you, too, Kai,” I mutter. 
He reaches for the last coffee in the carrier and pulls it out. “See?” he says as he hands it to me. “I told you I liked this about us.” 
I nod once before taking a sip. “I guess our arguments usually did lead to some pretty satisfying make-up sex,” I consider. I step away from the desk and sit down on the edge of his bed. 
Kai returns to his desk chair and reaches for his coffee. “Our sex has always been make-up sex, Piper.”
“Good point,” I chuckle. “I just wonder if that’s how it’s supposed to be.” 
“Probably not,” he says with a smile. “But I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
My cheeks feel pink. “Kai Casablancas and his infamous lines,” I joke.
“They work, don’t they?” His eyebrows bounce and I laugh again. “No, Pipes,” he continues. “I’m done with the lines and the moves. I think, for you, honesty is best.” 
“That’s a good line, too.” 
He chuckles. “Maybe,” he says. “But if I’m not honest with you, then how can I expect you to be honest with me?” 
I nod in understanding. “Sounds reasonable,” I say. 
He rolls forward in his chair and stops in front of me by the bed. “Piper...” 
“Kai…” I get lost in his deep brown eyes. 
“I want you to do what makes you happy,” he says. “Don’t stay here because it’s what I want you to do. Do what you want to do.” 
“I am doing what I want to do.” I set my coffee down on his bedside table.
“You spent years planning how to get out of this place, you said so yourself,” he reminds me. “If you have any doubts at all, then I don’t want to stand in your way.” 
I lean forward and cup his cheeks. “Kai…” I whisper. “I’m staying.” 
He smirks. “Are you sure?” he asks.
I raise an annoyed eyebrow at him, knowing that he asked me again on purpose. That’s just how we are. He relishes in pushing my buttons just as much as I delight in pushing his. “Yes,” I answer firmly. 
He narrows his eyes. “Okay then…” he whispers. “I believe you.” 
“If it makes you feel better,” I say, “you can call me your…” I swallow, “girlfriend… if you want.” 
“Oof…” he laughs. “You could barely even get that word out.”
“Hey, I’m trying here,” I smile. 
He licks his lips. “I think we’re beyond that crap, aren’t we, Pipes?” he asks. 
“Oh, thank god…” I lean in and kiss him hard. He laughs and returns my kisses one-by-one.
His phone vibrates against his desk and he leans back to read the new text. “Make sure you wear something nice,” he reads. 
“Your mother?” I ask. 
He nods. “I guess she’s afraid of the two of us showing up naked with a sheet wrapped around us.” 
I raise an eyebrow. “It’s not the worst idea we’ve ever had.” 
“I agree.” He sits back and slides the phone into his jeans pocket. “So, what are we going to tell them?”
“We tell them the truth,” I say. “Honesty is best, right?” 
“And are you going to be honest with your dad about why you ran away?” he asks. 
“Actually…” I recall. “I was kind of surprised when he said you told him you didn’t know anything about where I was. I thought you would have told him everything for sure.” 
“Oh, I definitely thought about it a lot on that long plane ride back…” he admits, “but in the end, I figured it wasn’t up to me to tell him.” I nod. “I told him that I turned around for a minute in Madrid and you were gone, but I was sure you were safe. Which wasn’t too far away from the truth anyway.” 
“And they didn’t find it suspicious that you stayed an extra week with me?” I ask. 
He brushes a hand through the air. “They were used to me needing very little excuse to party, I think. After today, they’ve probably figured it out though. The only one that put anything together themselves without help was Mandy.” 
I smile. “Of course she did.” I pick up my coffee again. “Yeah, I’ll be honest with him.” 
He leans forward and lays a hand on my knee. “And I’ll be there for you.” 
I smile and take a drink. 
 
***
 
I borrow a little black dress from Mandy to wear to dinner. It’s sleek, but not revealing, and most of all, comfortable — the perfect trifecta I search for when making fashion decisions. It’ll be easy to slip out of at the end of the night as well, either in celebration of a night gone well or in defeat of a night gone wrong, both of which deserve sex as a just reward.
I can tell by Kai’s lustful glances in my direction that he’s thinking the same thing. He looks amazing tonight in a white, button down shirt, a black suit jacket, and matching pants. One could almost confuse him for a straight-up gentleman. 
“So, Shawn let you borrow the car…” I slide a finger across the dashboard as wind blows through my hair. 
He revs the engine of the little, red corvette. “Yes, he did,” he purrs. 
I laugh at him. “Just admit that you miss this thing,” I say. 
“I’m over it,” he laughs back. He revs the engine again and we speed off towards our parent’s home. 
As we pull up the driveway and the large estate comes into view, I feel more and more nervous. The instinct to run and hide teases at the back of my mind, but it’s not as strong as my curiosity. It’s been six months since I’ve stepped foot inside of my own home. How much of it has changed, if at all? Is my room still exactly as I left it? Or has it been ransacked for clues (of which, I made sure there were none)? 
Kai parks the car and stares over at me. “You all right, Pipes?” he asks. 
I take a deep breath, hoping that it’ll cool off my nerves a bit, but I still feel the nervous heat radiating off my skin. “I think so…” I say. 
He unbuckles his seat belt and leans over to wrap an arm around me. “We’re going to be okay,” he whispers in my ear. 
 I look at him and smile before planting a small kiss on his lips. “Promise me,” I say. 
He doesn’t hesitate. “I promise, Piper.”
Kai believes in me, this much is certain. I wish I could say the same. 



Chapter 10
Kai
 
Piper and I walk into the living room hand-in-hand and I think for a moment that my mother will faint. 
I see her eyes fall to our hands, but then immediately glance away. You’d think she was just flashed by the local pervert. Her eyelids flicker and her cheeks turn bright red, just like Philip’s face. 
“Hey, guys,” I greet them, making light of the situation. I smile at both of them. Philip sits in his chair, this big, ugly monstrosity of a thing that only he’s allowed to touch while my mother sits stiff on the sofa. There are two open chairs between them, obviously set up for the two of us, but I pull Piper over to the love seat across the table from them and we sit there together instead. I look into Piper’s eyes to make sure she’s still okay. She looks nervous, but her hand is steady as a rock.
“Hello, dear,” my mother greets with a forced smile. She fidgets nervously before standing. “How about some drinks?” she asks. 
“Sounds great,” Piper says with a smile. Her eyes bounce to her father’s and they stare at each other silently while my mother prepares a few glasses of soda for us at the drink cart in the corner. 
“You look nice tonight, Piper,” my mother says as she drifts back over. “Your new hair suits you.” 
Piper takes a glass from her. “Thank you, Ava,” she says. 
“Philip, doesn’t she look lovely?” 
My mother is trying very, very hard, but I give her all the credit in the world for attempting to keep the room as pleasant as possible.
Philip stares at Piper and shrugs. “Her make-up is too thick,” he mutters as he takes a sip of his own, obviously alcoholic, beverage. 
Piper looks away from him. 
“Well, it’s a little darker than what’s allowed in the Belle Academy student handbook,” I argue, “but she still looks nice.” 
His eyes flick in my direction and I stare him down with a smirk. I told Piper I’d be here for her tonight. If that means openly defying the word of Headmaster Lynch in his own home, then I’ll do it for her. 
“I should go check on dinner,” my mother announces. 
“I’ll go with you.” 
I flinch as Piper shoots up from the love seat and follows my mother into the kitchen, leaving my stepfather and I alone. He stares at me with a villainous intent.
I clear my throat. “So, did you two stick around for any Parent’s Weekend festivities?”
“How long has she been here?” he asks bluntly, ignoring my question. 
“Uhh…” I count the time in my head. “Specifically… twenty-seven hours, give or take. That I know of.” 
“So, my daughter has been in the country for an entire day and you didn’t think to inform me?” he asks. His voice is so firm, so steady, it sends a chill down my spine.
“It—” I choke on the words. “Some things came up—” I regret the phrasing immediately. My mother’s heels click back into the living room and I breathe a sigh of relief. 
“It just needs a few minutes to cool and then it’ll be ready,” she says and she sits back down. 
My eyes wander around when I notice Piper isn’t with her. “Where’s Piper?” I ask her. 
“Oh, she went up to her room,” she answers. “She said there was something she needed and that she’d be right back.”
I feel a small panic, but I try to push it away. I’ve heard Piper say she’d be right back once so far today and she was gone for nearly an hour. Granted, she had a good reason, but I still can’t shake the feeling of suspicion. “I’ll go check on her,” I say as I stand up, “and we’ll meet you two in the dining room.” I rush out of the room before anyone has the chance to say another word. 
I cross the house quickly towards the stairs and climb them two at a time until I reach the top. Piper’s room is at the end of the hall, just across from mine. The door sits slightly ajar and I see her shape moving through the small opening. I move quietly, careful not to make any sound as I inch closer to it.
My mother’s yorkie starts yapping and races down at the hall at me, cutting off my stealthy investigation before it ever even began. 
“Dammit, Thor…” I whisper as I brush him aside with my foot. 
The door opens quickly and Piper stares at me. She rolls her eyes. “Down, Thor,” she spits at him and snaps her fingers. The dog immediately backs off and races down the hall to our parent’s room. 
I scoff. “How does that thing like you more than it likes me?” I step into the room and close the door.
“Because I don’t kick it, maybe?” she jokes. 
“I’ve never kicked it… per se.” I look around the room. “What are you doing up here?” I ask. 
She drops to her knees in front of her dresser. “I needed to get something,” she answers. 
My eyes roam the walls. It’s been ages since I’ve been in this room. Most teenage girls’ rooms (that I’ve been in, anyway) have posters of bands on the walls, photographs of friends plastered against every mirror, and stacks of CDs in every corner. Not Piper Lynch. Her walls are covered with certificates, trophies, medals, and all sorts of other academic things she earned. The Piper Lynch I know now is the complete opposite of the girl I picture looking around this room. I glance down to see she’s pulled the bottom drawer of her dresser completely out and set it aside. “Get what?” I ask her.
“This,” she says as she reaches into the opening. She pulls out a small, black box, no bigger than the size of her palm. 
“And what is that?” I ask. 
She pushes the drawer back into the dresser and stands up again to place the box in my hand. I pull the lid off and a wave of deja vu strikes me as I gaze down at the silver pendant inside. It’s round, with a crescent moon etched into it. The words live to dream rise along the moon’s shape. “I know this…” I say, searching my memories. 
“It was my mom’s,” she says, nodding her head. “She wore it every single day of my life.” 
My memories play out in my mind. I remember now how I’d always see it hanging down on Penny’s neck when she came over to spend time with my mother. “And how exactly did you end up with it?” I ask.
“She gave it to me the day she left for Europe,” Piper says as she takes the box back. “I, of course, started wearing it all the time after that. Until one day, it went missing.” 
“Missing?” I ask. 
“I looked everywhere for it,” she continues. “For days. Then I found it in the trash can in my father’s study.” I stay silent as she pulls the pendant from the box. She feels the etched lettering with her thumb. “I asked my father then if he knew where it was. He said he hadn’t seen it anywhere.”
“Why would he do that?” I ask. 
“He got rid of everything that reminded him of her. Everything,” she says. Her eyes shake. “Including me.” 
I shake my head. “What do you mean, Pipes?” 
“Just look around you, Kai,” she says. “Do you see me anywhere in this room?” 
I take a deep breath. “No,” I answer. “But I don’t think that’s enough to count him out. Your father cares about you, Piper. I’ve seen it. You weren’t here when he found out you were gone. I was.” 
She throws the pendant over her neck and lets it hang down against her chest. “Well,” she says. “If that’s the case, then I guess I should head back downstairs for a beautiful, thoughtful, and pleasant reunion with my father. Right?” She steps around me. 
“Piper…” I reach out a hand to her, but she’s already out the door. 
 
***
 
It took Philip Lynch less than a second to notice the pendant dangling down on Piper’s neck. We’ve been sitting at the dinner table for ten minutes already and if I had to guess, he’s been staring at it for at least seven of those minutes. He sends the occasional glance my way and nods his head as my mother attempts to force conversation on us, but he spends most of his time on that pendant. 
“So, Piper…” my mother says. She hesitates a moment, then commits to the question. “Just what have you been up to?” It is the most pleasant way she could have phrased the question. If it were up to Philip, I’m sure it would have been something like, ‘Where the fuck have you been for six months, you ungrateful little shit?’
Piper has spent these ten minutes staring her father down, bating him into saying something about the pendant. It’s not the method I would use, but I’m not Piper Lynch. She turns her attentions to my mother. “I’ve been traveling through Europe. A little in Asia,” she answers, remaining vague. 
“Alone?” my mother asks with concern in her eyes. She’s obviously fishing for information. My mother has never been the type to come out and say what’s on her mind. Judging by Philip’s silence, she’s probably convinced him to try out her way first in getting Piper to own up. 
Piper shakes her head. “No,” she says. She twirls her fork around, gathering a long fettuccine noodle between the prongs before sliding it between her lips. 
Philip sighs loudly as he takes a long sip of his drink. 
“You’ve made friends?” my mother continues. 
“No.” Piper sets her fork down. “Actually, I’ve been traveling with my mother.” 
And there it is. 
Philip stands up from the table. 
“Honey, please,” my mother urges him. “Sit down.” 
“I’ve heard enough,” he says. 
“No, father, please…” Piper stares up at him with a smile teasing her lips. “Sit down.” 
Philip leans forward with his hands on the table. “Why would you do this?” he asks her. “I made sure you had everything. Every opportunity in the world was yours.”
“I never asked for that,” Piper replies, calm as ever. 
“I don’t care what you asked for,” he says. “You’re my daughter and you’ll do as I tell you to do.” 
Piper smiles. She’s dangling a bloody limb above the shark’s pool. “With all due respect,” she says, “it’s that attitude that made me leave in the first place.” 
“Philip, please sit down,” my mother asks again. 
He slowly lowers himself back into his chair. “So, you were unhappy with my methods, then?” he asks. “That’s why you ran away from me?” 
“Yes,” Piper confirms. 
“You could have said something instead of putting us through all of this.” 
“I did,” she says. “I tried to tell you, for years, that this life you were building wasn’t what I wanted, but you ignored me every time. I couldn’t breathe, but you didn’t care.” 
“You’re being dramatic, Piper,” he argues. 
“I’m being honest with you,” she says. Her eyes fall on me. Not for help, but for much-needed comfort. 
I clear my throat. “She’s telling the truth,” I say. “I’ve known Piper for almost my entire life. It was always a joke to us at school how hard she worked and how much effort she put into everything, even the most simple of assignments. Everyone else brushed her off, but I could tell how much she hated it. She knew that if she faltered, even for a moment, you’d punish her for it.”
He glances at me. “None of that is any excuse for what she put us through.” 
“And I agree,” I say. Piper blinks at me.
“She could have been killed, or worse,” he continues, “and we never would have known.” 
“Philip, I never would have left her behind in Europe if I didn’t know she was safe,” I say. “I knew Penny was there with her. I spoke to her myself and I’ve…” My eyes fall on Piper. “I’ve made contact with her a few times since.” 
She stares back at me. “What?” she whispers. 
“You knew about all of this…” He shakes his head at me. 
“I told you she was safe. The rest was up to her,” I say. “I don’t feel great about it, but that’s the truth.” I look at Piper again but she quickly turns away from me. Obviously, Penny kept our communications a secret like I asked her to. Piper told me she didn’t want to hear from me again after Madrid, but she didn’t say anything about her mother. It wasn’t often, maybe once a month in the form of a postcard or an email with a post script that always told me Piper was okay. 
After a short silence, my mother speaks up. “How is your mother?” she asks Piper, maintaining the neutral voice. 
“She’s fine,” she answers, avoiding my gaze. 
“Do send her my regards.”
“Sure.” Piper stares at the tablecloth. 
“Well, I should have known,” Philip finally mutters. “This reckless irresponsibility was obviously instilled upon you by your mother…” 
Piper gives him no response. 
“And you…” He turns to me. “You claim to feel badly about all of this, but then you don’t think to alarm us when she shows up at your dorm room?”
I take a breath. “I—”
“You didn’t have time for a phone call?” he interrupts. “You had plenty of time to get her into your bed.”
“Dad!” Piper shouts. “You didn’t know I was here because I didn’t want you to know I was here. It wasn’t Kai’s decision.” 
“Believe me, Piper,” he adds. “I would much rather you still be missing than to find you two the way I did. I heard various things about Kai in the hallways of my school, but I never thought for a moment he’d target you.”
 “Okay, hold on—” I say. “It’s takes two, Philip. I’m not a damn predator.” 
“You must have done something to make her compromise her morals,” he continues. 
I chuckle. Hard. I look across the table at Piper. “Would you like to step in here?” I ask her. 
She hesitates, but pushes through it. “Dad…” she says. “Much like what you heard about Kai… I’m a little experienced in… that area.” 
“More than a little,” I jab. 
The blue oceans in her eyes begin to boil. “We don’t have to get into details about it,” she seethes. “I went to see Kai first and some confusing emotions came back and—” 
“Came back?” Philip asks. “You two have done this before?” 
She bites her tongue and sits back in her chair, reacting to the anger in his voice.
“Yes,” I confirm. “We have a history.” 
Philip’s hands curl into fists against the tablecloth. “You two… were sleeping together in this house?” 
“No!” we both say, shaking our heads. 
“Never,” Piper adds. 
“Nothing happened between us until Europe,” I say. 
“For heaven’s sake, Kai…” My mother’s little voice finally surfaces once more. She looks at me with great disappointment as embarrassment floods her cheeks. 
 “Look, I know this seems wrong, but…” I meet Piper’s eyes across the table, “we care about each other.”
“You are step-siblings, Kai,” my mother says. 
“We weren’t always.” 
She shakes her head. “I can’t even begin to imagine what your father will think of all of this.” 
“Actually, Mom,” I say, “I’m fairly certain he’d be supportive. He might even high-five me for it.”
“No surprise there,” Philip growls. “This may have never happened if you actually had a strong father figure in your life. Someone there to teach you some respect.” 
Anger boils beneath my skin. Piper wants me to back down, I can see it in her little blue eyes, but I can’t bring myself to do it. “That is the last time you disrespect my father.” I stare him down. “Are we clear?”
He scoffs, but says nothing else. 
“Philip, Kai, please…” my mother adds. “Can we keep this civil?” 
“Civility, Ava, went out the window the moment I found out my daughter was nothing more than a common whore.” 
The table falls silent, but I don’t let it last long. “Don’t you dare call her that,” I warn him. 
“I will say what I wish to say in my own house.” 
“Apologize to her.”
“Absolutely not.” 
“No,” Piper says. “I don’t want his apology.” She reaches over her shoulder and grabs the handbag hanging down on the back of her chair.
I look at her. Her pale face is more ghost white than I’ve ever seen it before. “Pipes…” I whisper. I want her to look up at me — I need her to — but she stares down at her phone in her hands and sends a text message. 
“Who are you texting?” Philip barks at her. 
“My ride,” she replies. 
“Oh, you aren’t going anywhere,” he says, tapping the table with a stiff finger. “I’m not letting you out of my sight for the rest of your life, do you hear me?” 
“I hear you loud and clear, Dad,” she replies. “I’m just choosing not to listen.”
“You will listen to me, Piper,” he says. “So help me god, I will get through to you—” 
“I don’t want your apology,” she repeats. “I don’t want Harvard. I don’t want your trust fund. I don’t want anything from you ever again.”
“Piper…” I say, drawing her wounded eyes. It’s a look I’ve seen on her a thousand times before. That ‘I’ll take care of myself’ look. 
Fuck.
“I’m not going to sit here and watch as my only daughter destroys her life,” Philip fires back at her.
“Then close your fucking eyes,” she seethes. 
“Don’t you dare talk to me like that.” 
“Deal with it,” she says. “I’m done.” 
“Piper!” I shout across the table. “Think about this.” 
She shakes her head. “I should have known you’d take his side, Kai.”
“I’m not taking sides—” 
“I mean, you’ve never been able to accept me for who I really am. Why would I ever expect him to?” she asks. 
“That’s bullshit, Pipes.”
“Is it?” She stares at me, firm and direct. “I remember you singing a very different tune in Rome. And Paris. You couldn’t deal with what I was. You treated me like something that needed to be controlled, just like he is now.” 
“You’re way off,” I tell her. “Everything I’ve ever done was to protect you. Not control you.” 
“There’s no difference.” 
The doorbell rings out and she stands from her chair. I think it must be Mandy at the door, but there’s no way she could have gotten here from the university so quickly. 
“Sit back down!” Philip shouts. 
“No,” she says as she grabs her purse. “I never should have come back here…” Her eyes fall on me and I see the tears forming behind her lashes. 
I open my mouth to speak, to ask her to stay, but the sound of high heels clicking in the hallway keeps me silent. All eyes turn to the dining room doorway behind me as her familiar shape emerges from the shadows. 
“Mom…” Piper says. “I told you to wait outside.” 
Penny glides into the room and stalls by my chair. “Oh, why would I do that when the alternative is so much more fun for me?” she asks. “You all should really learn to lock your doors. You never know who could just waltz right in.” Her eyes fall down to mine. “It’s nice to see you again, Kai.” 
I look at her and I see the thick amusement in her eyes. Her long, black hair is beautifully styled in waves, falling all the way down below her breasts. She wears a stunning red dress and heeled shoes, a perfect date night outfit. “Hello, Penny,” I greet. She lays a white hand on my shoulder and squeezes once before stepping away. I turn to my mother, who looks at us both in silent horror. 
“Philip…” Penny purrs through thick, red lips.
“I didn’t realize you’d be joining us tonight, Penny,” he mutters, refusing to glance in her direction.
“I had no intention to,” she answers. “No, in fact, this house and everything in it are ash in my mind, but when I receive an emergency S.O.S. from my daughter, I cannot ignore it. Unlike you, I’m not too keen on watching her drown in misery.”
“I suppose you’re perfectly content in allowing her to continue on like this, then?” he asks her. 
“Piper is an adult, Philip. She’s capable of making her own decisions.”
“Her own decisions?” he asks. “I beg to differ. This has your influence written all over it.”
Penny smiles. “Perhaps.” She glances across the table at my mother and chews on her lip, no doubt wondering what, if anything, to say to her. The other woman. The woman that stole her husband, her life, and her family. 
In the end, she says nothing. 
“I don’t know if you’re aware of this, Penny,” Philip says, “but we caught the two of them in bed together.” 
Penny waits to hear more. When he stays silent, she shrugs her shoulders. “So?” 
“So? It’s a highly inappropriate relationship and we shouldn’t stand for it!” 
“Oh, kids,” Penny smirks. “I think he’s got you now. After all, he is the supreme authority on inappropriate sexual relationships. Aren’t you, Philip?” 
I bite my inner cheek to keep from grinning. 
“This is neither the time nor the place for your jokes, Penny,” he retorts. 
“No one is laughing, Philip,” she says, her voice smooth as butter. “At least, not aloud.” She turns on her heels and looks at Piper. “We can go now. I’m done.” 
Piper rushes out of the dining room while Penny follows her slowly. The clacking of her heels echo through the silent front hall. I stand up from the table. 
“Where are you going, Kai?” my mother asks. 
“Honestly, Mom,” I say. “I haven’t decided yet.” I follow the girls out of the room. 
Piper slams the front door behind them. I grit my teeth and pull it open. “Go back inside, Kai,” she says as she marches towards the car in the driveway. Penny says nothing as she climbs into the driver’s seat. 
“Piper, wait,” I say. I pick up my pace and stop her before she gets into the car. “Please, stop.” 
“Coming back to this house was a huge mistake,” she says. 
“No, it wasn’t,” I say. “They’ll come around, Piper.”
“No, they won’t,” she says, shaking her head. “Kai, I told you it was too late for me and my father, but I did what you wanted me to do.”
“I’m sorry,” I say.
“Honesty might be the best for us, but not for him. He’ll probably never even look at me again now… and honestly, I don’t want to look at you right now either.”
“What the hell does that mean?” 
“It means…” she pauses. “Maybe we should sleep on this.”
I lurch as the black hole of dread inside of me takes over my senses. “Piper, this isn’t over,” I say. 
She pulls away. “I hope you’re right, Kai.” 
A spike of anger hits me as she steps closer to the car. “Well, surprise, surprise!” I shout, throwing my hands into the air. “Piper Lynch is bailing on something she supposedly cares about!” 
She spins around and strides back towards me. “You bailed on me first, Kai,” she says with a pointed finger.
“How?” I ask. “By agreeing with him that you running off was selfish and stupid? I already made my feelings about that perfectly clear to you and I haven’t changed my mind one bit.”
“How can you just sit there and not acknowledge that I had no other choice?” she asks. 
“There’s always another choice, Pipes.”
She crosses her arms over her chest. “We are never going to agree on this, are we?” 
I pause. She’s holding back tears, making the moonlight tremble as it shines back at me from them. “No,” I answer. “But I still love you.”
“Do you wish you didn’t?” she asks.
“Every damn day.” I shake my head. “You know, Piper, maybe you should leave again.” 
A tear falls down her cheek. I fight the urge to wipe it away. “If that’s what you want,” she says. “Fine.” She turns around and reaches for the car door. 
I growl with frustration. I fucking miss her already. “Dammit… Piper, wait!” I say. I push my fingers back through my hair. “I didn’t mean that…” 
She pauses and takes a deep, impatient breath before taking a single step towards me. “Kai, how about you let me know when you make up your mind?” She pulls the door open. “I’m either yours or I’m not. I can’t be both.” 
“I know,” I sigh.
“You can get my number from Mandy,” she says before lowering herself into the car. 
I watch them drive off down the driveway. I can’t bring myself to look away, even after they’ve completely disappeared. Sounds of bugs and the wind fill my ears, dominating the silence I’d much rather be hearing instead. 
The front door opens and my mother looks out at me from the doorway. “Kai?” she asks the dark driveway. 
“Yeah,” I mutter. 
“Come back inside, honey.” 
I don’t budge. There’s something warm and comforting about the idea of going home again, but I know the second I walk through that door I’ll feel nothing but a blistering cold front. I don’t even want to imagine what I’ll have to say to Philip. 
“I think I’m going to head back to school, actually.” 
My mother says nothing. I walk over to the car — the beautiful, red corvette that used to be mine before all of this bullshit happened — and open the door. 
Piper fucking Lynch. Stupid, but smart. Stubborn, but endlessly beautiful. Wrong, but also very, very right. I thought this game was over between us; The torturous tug of war that constantly yanks on our heart strings. The closer we get to one another, the more it hurts the instant we suddenly get tugged apart again. 
I curse all the gods and goddesses sitting around their poker table upstairs. 
They roll the dice and we pay the price. 



Chapter 11
Piper
 
“Piper?” 
Stupid Kai Casablancas. 
I told him there was no way to get through to my father, but did he listen? Of course not. Kai never listens. He’s an eternal optimist. I fucking hate optimism. No, I’d rather just expect the worst and be thankful when — or, more accurately, if — things don’t go to shit. 
What the hell was I thinking? I knew better than to get suckered into all of this. It’s all him. I can’t think straight when I’m around him. I look into his gorgeous brown eyes and I catch sight of his perfect fucking body and I turn into one of those fucking idiots you see in teenage television dramas. The ones that are just so in love with their boyfriends that they can’t see three feet in front of their fucking faces. ‘Oh— silly me! I’m such a fucking clutz!’
I am Piper fucking Lynch, for fuck’s sake.
“Piper?” 
I snap my head up and notice my mother staring expectantly at me from the driver’s seat of our rental car. “What?” I ask. 
“Are you in there?” she laughs.
“Yeah,” I say. I sit up a little taller in the seat. “Why?” 
“Because we’ve been parked outside our hotel for five minutes and you haven’t budged an inch.”
I look out the window. “Oh…” My eyes wander into the dark parking lot. “I’m sorry.” I pull my seat belt free.
“Hang on…” She lays a hand on my arm. “What happened in there before I arrived?” 
I sigh. “Oh, it went about how you would expect.”
“Why didn’t you tell me you were going there tonight? I would have gone with you,” she says. 
I shake my head. “I didn’t want to put you through that.” She pushes my hair back behind my ear. I glance at her outfit. “Sorry I interrupted your date,” I tell her. 
She smiles. “It wasn’t a date. Just drinks with an old friend.” 
“Anyone I know?” I ask. 
She doesn’t answer and stares at me with a raised brow. “So, you and Kai officially made up?” 
I hesitate. “Yes.”
“And your dad caught you…?” 
“Yes.”
The ends of her lips twitch. “Let’s go inside,” she says. “Then we’ll order a bunch of bad room service food and you can describe every single detail of his face when that happened.” 
I chuckle. “I don’t know if I’m ready to re-live it so fast, Mom.”
“Piper…” She squeezes my wrist. “I need this.”
“Okay,” I sigh. 
 
***
 
Even though my relationship with my mother has always been one of close friendship, I still find it difficult to talk with her about all of this. This is why I have someone like Mandy in my life — someone on the outside I’m comfortable talking to about sex. Penny is still my mother and that won’t change no matter how cool and liberal she is. 
To her credit, she doesn’t bat an eye as I admit the events of the last two days.
She lies back on her hotel bed in sweats and a tank top. An empty paper plate sits next to her feet on the bedspread and she takes sips from her soda can as I tell the tale. Her lips curl with a devious smile as I describe my father’s face, dyed red with rage. 
“Oh, that is wonderful…” she laughs. “Don’t believe a word of what he says, by the way. You two have nothing to be ashamed about.” 
I stare back at her from the second bed with a pillow clutched against my chest. “Yeah, well…” I shrug. “I tried to ignore my feelings for him, but…” 
“We can’t help who we’re attracted to,” she says. “I still don’t understand how I managed to be so attracted to Philip Lynch for so many years. Obviously, I got over it.” 
“I should get over Kai,” I say, “but I’m not sure if I can.” 
“Why should you?”
“The very existence of our relationship hurts other people,” I say. “I can’t live with that on my conscience.”
She chuckles, shaking her head. “The existence of boy bands hurts your father, kiddo,” she jokes. “I wouldn’t worry about him. He’s on the wrong side of logic on this one — as he usually is. You and Kai were attracted to each other long before he and Ava had an affair.” 
“No, we weren’t,” I claim. 
Her lips curl and she stares at me through narrow eyes. “Oh, yes, Piper,” she says. “You were. You may not have been aware of it, but I saw the way you look at him shift when you were around twelve years old. And Kai? He’s always been in puppy love with you, following you around, trying desperately to get your attention. Especially when you were little kids.”
I slouch against the pillow in my arms. I don’t remember it being like that, but she has the benefit of a mother’s knowing eye. “You really were just waiting for the day when we’d notice each other, weren’t you?” I ask. 
She nods. “And you know what? Ava did, too.”
“You talked about it?” 
“A joke here and there,” she admits. “Believe me when I tell you — she may be freaking out about it right now, but Ava will cool off eventually. She’d never risk ruffling your father’s feathers though, so don’t expect her to speak up about it in your defense — at least until he starts to come around, too.” 
I swallow hard to wet my throat. “Everything was so much simpler in Europe,” I mutter. 
“Why do you think I left here in the first place?” she jokes. “You know… you never really told me the exact details of what happened between you two…” 
“Mom…” I hesitate.
“I don’t need diagrams or anything,” she says. “But the gist would be nice. Might as well get it over with now, while you’re still in a sharing mood.” 
I nod and take a moment to find my words. “Kai followed me to the train station in Paris,” I say slowly. “We spent that last week together alone… in various hotel rooms and other places.” 
She smiles. “Well, I figured that out already.” 
“You did?” 
“Yes,” she says. “Kai came back to the apartment.” 
“What?” I ask. “When?” 
“Just after you left to make your train to London. He had his suitcase with him and was obviously in a great rush,” she says. “I told him where to find you.” 
A smile hits my lips. “Wow…” I breathe. “So, this was all your fault then.” 
“Guilty,” she sings. “I knew then that this boy standing in front of me was truly — and finally — head-over-heels in love with my daughter and he’d do anything for her — even if that meant stopping a train to catch up with her.” 
I laugh. “Well, luckily, he didn’t need to stop it. He made it to the train before I did.” 
“Good boy. You only had a few minutes head start on him. When you came back to Paris a week later and didn’t mention a word about him, I assumed he missed you, but…” She pauses. “After a while, it was pretty clear to me that something had happened and that it didn’t end well.” 
“It didn’t end well,” I quote. “That should probably go on my tombstone.” She smiles at me. “He wanted to stay in Europe with us, but I couldn’t let him do that. It was too huge. He wasn’t ready for it. So, I called it off. I said some really horrible things to him, too.” 
“You probably made the right call, kiddo,” she says. 
I scoff. “Doesn’t feel like it.” 
“It rarely does.” She grins. “Piper, you two may not see eye-to-eye right now, but I think the two of you will always find a way back to each other.” 
“You think so?” 
“I know so.” 
“It just feels so difficult right now. And impossible.” 
“Nothing worth having comes easy,” she says. “If you’re not willing to put in the effort, then you never wanted it in the first place.” 
“Mandy said the same thing.” 
“Of course,” she gloats and places a palm against her chest. “She learned from the best.” 
“He said you two have kept in touch,” I say. 
She nods slowly. “…Yes.” 
“You didn’t tell me.” 
“He asked me not to.” 
“Why?” 
“I didn’t ask,” she replies. “He just wanted to know that you were okay and I wasn’t about to hang him out to dry.” She stands up from her bed and tosses her paper plate into the trash can. 
“Mom,” I begin, “thanks for being so understanding about all of this. I know you never intended to come back here so soon.” 
She inhales deep and looks down at me with kind eyes. “I’ve put my own needs ahead of yours before, Piper,” she says. “I don’t want to do it again.” 
“Thanks…” I say. 
“And besides,” she smiles. “I could use a bit of sun.” 
 
 



Chapter 12
Kai
 
Piper fucking Lynch. 
No, wait. It’s not her fault this time. This one’s on me. 
I want her so badly, but I can’t wipe the bad memories away. I’m so accustomed to seeing her leave, I’m outright expecting it seventy-five percent of the time. The other twenty-five percent — you know, the times when we’re fucking — are the only times I forget the bad days ever existed and I completely lose myself in her. 
Right now, the only thing I want to think about is the holy union of a stiff drink and my pillow. I won’t have to think about all of this if I’m blacked out in dreamland. 
I slide my keys into the lock and open my dorm room door. Shawn lies in his bed on his back, bare-chested and grinning. I catch sight of Mandy’s brown hair against his shoulder out of the corner of my eye and I know exactly what I’ve walked in on. 
“Oh—” I say, averting my eyes. “Sorry, Mandy.”
I pause when I see a tuft of red hair against his other shoulder and look up to see Mandy and Nina Brock lying in bed on either side of him, naked beneath his blue sheets. 
“Ohhh,” I say. “Sorry, ladies,” I correct. I spin around to leave the room.
“Wait, Kai!” Mandy shouts.
I turn back to see her leaning off the bed, reaching for her jeans. Her naked breasts bounce as she scrounges for something deep inside her jeans pocket. “Here!” she says as she tosses me her room keys. “You can stay in our room tonight.”
“Oh! Yeah,” Nina agrees. “Knock yourself out, Kai.”
“How very considerate of you ladies,” I say. “Thank you.” I resume closing the door. “Goodnight.” 
“Goodnight, Kai!” The trio calls out.
The reality strikes me as their giggles travel through the door and invade my ears. “Jesus Christ…” I whisper as I pull away from the door. 
Give ‘em hell, Shawn.
I walk down the hall in a daze to Mandy’s room. The anger and jealously finally hits me after I lock the door behind me. If Shawn fucking Monty can get his shit together long enough to lure two hot women into his bed, then surely I can get mine together long enough to be happy with Piper Lynch, right? Although, who am I kidding? That whole threesome was probably Mandy’s doing. Shawn’s not nearly ballsy enough to suggest it and Nina… well, I don’t know her that well, but she seems the type to be into it. 
I plop down on Mandy’s bed and stare at the ceiling. It’s Friday night. It’s barely after nine and I’m already thinking about going to sleep. Could I get any more pathetic than this?
Don’t answer that. 
 
***
 
“Hey, Kai…” 
I open my eyes and slowly start to realize where I am. The lamp next to the bed flicks on and I see Mandy standing above me in a baggy sweater and shorts. “Hey…” I say as I rub my eyes. “What time is it?” I don’t even remember dozing off. 
She sits down on the bed next to me. “Just after two,” she says. 
I prop myself up on my elbows, suddenly very awake. “Need me to go back to my room?” I ask. 
“I wouldn’t,” she says, grinning. “Shawn is a little busy with Nina.” 
I nod. “Impressive,” I say. “What are you doing here then?” 
“I wanted to talk to you,” she says. “See how tonight’s events played out.” 
“They played out fine,” I say with a stiff yawn. 
“Then where’s Piper?” 
“Piper…” I taste her name. My tongue recoils from the bitter flavor. “Piper is off doing what Piper does best.” 
“Which is?” 
“Pissing me off, mostly.” She glares down at me and I let out a long breath. “Tonight’s events didn’t play out that fine.” 
“What happened?” she asks. 
I sit up and lean against the headboard. “Well, let’s just say the whole united front tactic only works when there’s actual unity between parties.” 
She shakes her head. “You and Piper are so damn wordy,” she jokes. “What’s up with that?” 
“I couldn’t say.” 
“I’m assuming it was Piper that split the party?” she asks. I pause, reliving the moments over and over again before glancing back at her. “It was you?”
“You know,” I begin, “I thought having Piper back would make me forget all the bad times together. Or not even forget them, but feel okay with them, like they were a natural progression, something I had to live through to ultimately get what I wanted, but…”
“What the hell did you do?” she asks bluntly. 
“I may have told her to leave again.”
She sighs with deep disappointment. “Seriously?” 
“I immediately took it back and apologized,” I defend, “but at that point, she was just so fed up with me, she left.”
“Kai…” She shakes her head.
“And this was after her father called her a whore to her face and Penny showed up out of the blue to rescue her.” 
“Umm…” Mandy blinks her eyes a few times as the words set in. “What?” 
“Yep,” I nod. “Long story short: Our parents don’t approve of us being together. Philip wants to lock her away and throw away the key. My mother will probably dip into my college fund to pay for therapy. And Pipes…” I sigh. “She did everything I asked her to do. I didn’t listen to her when she said it’d all go wrong and now… she’s probably thirty-thousand feet in the air, halfway to Moscow.”
“Well, I doubt that,” Mandy says. “She wouldn’t have come this far just to turn around after a few steps back.”
“You’re right, she wouldn’t,” I say. “Me, on the other hand…” 
She sighs. “Am I going to have to beat the hell out of you again?” 
“Maybe,” I answer truthfully. “I mean, how do I do it, Mandy? How do I forget it all and put my trust in her?”
“You talk to her,” she says. “You talk to her and you keep your cool. Be honest with her.” 
“We’ve tried the whole honesty thing already. This is where it ended up.” I gesture to her bed. 
“Well, try again,” she suggest. 
I wipe my face with my hands, pushing all the way back through my hair. “I think I really fucked up.” 
Mandy smiles. “She said the exact same thing to me about you.” 
“She did?” I ask. 
“Yeah. Kai…” She leans forward and places a hand on my shoulder. “If the two of you talked to each other as openly as you two talk to me about each other, then all of this would sort itself out.” 
I chuckle quietly. “Man, you must really hate us,” I joke. 
“Quite the opposite, actually,” she says. “I should get back…” 
“Have fun.” 
“I always do,” she winks. 
I watch her as she stands up and a smile crosses my face. I always thought of Piper as my sexual rival, but maybe she isn’t. “Just how many people have you slept with, Mandy?” I ask her. 
“Oh, honey…” she smiles. “A lady never kisses and tells.” 
“Does a lady fuck and tell?”
She pauses near the door. “Occasionally.” 
“I’ll keep that in mind for the next game of ‘Never Have I Ever’ Shawn ropes us into,” I say. “Come on, give me a hint. More than ten? Twenty?”
“This is going to drive you crazy, isn’t it?” she laughs. “Does someone else from Belle Academy outrank the great Kai Casablancas?” She twists the doorknob. 
“You’re evil,” I say. 
“Goodnight, Kai.” 
“Goodnight, Mandy.” 
She closes the door and leaves me to wonder alone. 
 
***
 
It’s been a week since I’ve seen Piper Lynch. 
In a way, it’s been pleasant. Almost quiet. A contemplative time-out. The ball, officially, lies in my court. She asked me to contact her. She’s given me the power over whether our relationship lives or dies. 
I’ve been stuck here for almost seven days staring down a DNR notice, wondering if it’ll even be worth it in the end. Sure, I can keep our hearts beating, but how good will our quality of life be after so much damage has already been done?
I finish with my Friday morning class and head back to the dorm to start my weekend. Two tests and a quiz have kept me occupied for the last week and now, for the next three days, it’s going to be me, a dark corner, and my thoughts. It’ll be just like it was before Piper showed up again. I’m sure it’ll piss Shawn off plenty, but I can’t worry about his need to party while my heart hangs in the balance.
When I step into the dorm, I find Shawn lying on his bed in the dark.
“Don’t you have a class soon?” I ask him as I toss my backpack to the floor. 
“Skipping it,” he mutters, his eyes fixed on the ceiling, cloaked in complete darkness.
I roll my eyes. “Ahh, jeez,” I say. I’ve seen this pose a half-dozen times since we moved into this dorm together. There’s only one thing that bothers Shawn Monty this much. “What happened?”
He sits up on his elbows and jerks his head to push his shaggy hair out of his face. “I think…” he says. “We broke up again.” 
“You think?” I ask.
“I’m beginning to suspect that threesome wasn’t a great idea…” he says. 
I chuckle. “Why not?” 
“I did not consider the possibility that Mandy and Nina would enjoy each other’s company more than mine…” 
“Seriously?” I blink. “Mandy and Nina?” 
“I guess we know now why Nina wasn’t interested in you at all.” Shawn plops his head back down onto his pillow.
“Not every woman is attracted to me, Shawn,” I say, lending what little comfort I can. “Let’s not jump to conclusions.” 
“Oh, please…” he says. “I’m a red-blooded, one-hundred percent straight man and I’d fuck you given the chance... There’s no way she doesn’t find you at least a little attractive, unless she fancies humans with genitals on the inside.”
 I sigh and brush away the fresh mental images attacking my mind. “What did Mandy say?” I ask. 
“I just need some time to figure things out,” he quotes. “We’re still friends.” 
“So the same stuff she always says then…” I shake my head. “I’ll go talk to her.” 
Shawn says nothing, but shoots me a thumbs up as I pull the door open. 
Mandy freakin’ Black. She’s a total goldmine of great advice when it comes to everyone else’s relationships, but she can never seem to keep her own from crashing off the rails. Luckily, I’ve managed to bring these two back together on more than one occasion and there’s no reason why I shouldn’t be able to do it again. 
I stare at my feet, thinking hard on what to say to Mandy as I stride down the hall. When I look up, I see Piper Lynch standing in front of me. We both freeze by Mandy’s door and stare at each other in a silent battle over who will speak first. 
Fuck, she’s beautiful. 
“Hey,” she finally says. 
“What are you doing here?” I ask her. “I figured you’d be in Belgium by now.” I hate the tone I’m carrying. There’s no reason to sound so hostile, but for some reason, looking into her eyes right now is quite the chore. 
“Well, you figured wrong.” She gives a friendly face, as if everything is chill as fuck. “I’m meeting Mandy for lunch.” She reaches out and knocks on her door. It opens quickly and Mandy peaks her head out. “Hey, lady.”
“Hey, Piper. I just need a minute.” She suddenly closes the door again. 
“Hmm…” Piper hums. 
“Have you heard?” I ask.
“Heard what?” 
“She and Shawn broke up… again.” 
Piper sighs. “That would explain the urgent message I got from her asking me to get down here as soon as possible.” 
“It happens about once a month or so,” I fill her in. “I’m sure things will be back to normal in a few days.” 
“Good.” She crosses her arms and leans against the wall with her eyes fallen on her feet. 
The door opens again and Mandy steps out into the hall. “Let’s go,” she says quickly. She grips Piper’s arm and pulls her away.
“Mandy…” I call after her. “Can we talk?” 
She looks back at me and wrinkles her nose. “Not right now, Kai.” 
Piper shoots a confused glance over her shoulder. “See you later, Kai.”
I grit my teeth, unsure if I’m angry or happy with how casual her tone is. “Yeah, later,” I say back. I watch as she struggles to keep up with Mandy’s fast pace. 
“What’s gotten into you?” I hear her ask as they turn the corner. 
I stare at their door. I don’t want to return to Shawn empty handed, so I reach out and knock. 
The door opens a few moments later and Nina smiles up at me. “Hey, Kai,” she greets. “Mandy just left.” 
“I know, I saw her,” I say. “I wanted to ask you something.” 
“What’s up?”
“Why does Shawn think he and Mandy broke up and the two of you are together?” 
She scoffs and raises an eyebrow. “Dating one of you really is like dating all of you, isn’t it?” she asks. 
“So, it’s true?” I ask. 
“It’s a little true.”
“How little?” 
“Look, Kai…” She leans against the door frame. “I don’t want to be rude, but… I’m not going to talk about this with you. It’s not really any of your business.” 
“Yes, it is.” 
“No, it’s not,” she argues. “I get it. You guys are all really close and I’m sure any outsider is immediately considered a threat to Homeland Security, but I haven’t done anything wrong here.”
“I didn’t say you did,” I say. “I just want to get all the facts so I can help out my friends.”
“That’s really nice of you and all,” she says, “but maybe you should focus on your own love life for a little while, because from what I hear, you already have your hands pretty full.”
I open my mouth to speak, but she closes the door on me. 
Empty handed. 
I knock again and the door swings open. 
“What?” she snaps. 
“Have you ever thought about me naked?” 
She stares back at me with annoyance. It feels so good, I smile down at her. “No,” she scoffs before slamming the door again.
Maybe Shawn is right. At least he’ll feel good about that for a little while until I can fix this. 



Chapter 13
Piper
 
I keep silent as Mandy leads me outside. Whatever happened, it’s got her riled up good. Kai told me they broke up, but I’ve seen a Mandy break-up before and it’s never like this. She’s shook up to the core, but she usually shrugs off things like this.
Damn, Kai is handsome.
It was nice seeing him again, although I don’t much care for how casual he appeared. It was an act, I could see it in his eyes, but I don’t understand why he felt the need to be like that. Has he made up his mind? If so, why hasn’t he contacted me? What’s taking him so long anyway? He either wants me or he doesn’t. It can’t possibly be that difficult to— 
“Piper…”
I look at Mandy. “What’s going on, lady?” I ask her. 
She sits me down on a bench at the center of campus and avoids my eyes as she speaks. “I think I’m dating a girl,” she says. 
“Okay…” I wait patiently for the punchline. 
“Nina, specifically,” she continues.
“And what makes you think you’re dating your roommate?” I ask.
“Last week, Shawn and I had a three-way with her.” 
“Whoa—” I grab her wrist. “What, when?” 
“It was the night of your dinner party.” She looks at me with hesitation. “I didn’t tell you because I figured I’d wait a day or so until you and Kai worked out your stuff first.”
“Yeah, well…” I shake my head. “We’re both still waiting on that.” 
“He hasn’t called you yet?” 
“Nope. Complete radio silence — but forget about that. What happened between you and Shawn? Kai said you broke up.” 
She nods. “It’s been tense since the night with Nina. I mean, it was a great night. We all had a good time, or so I thought.”
“I see where this is going…” I mutter, nodding slowly. 
“He kept asking questions about me and her,” she continues. “Apparently, our moans sounded different when we did stuff without him and we both seemed a little too
experienced with each other. You know — basic first-time three-way male nonsense.” 
“He knows you’ve been with other women before,” I point out. “Of course you know your way around one.” 
“Yeah, well…” She sighs. “That argument did little to dissuade his accusations of dorm room treachery. Anyway, we had a big fight last night and I was so pissed off, I… kind of went back to the room and Nina and I… got handsy with each other.” 
“Sounds like a real complicated situation,” I smile. 
“I knew Kai would immediately intervene,” she says. “He always does. So, I called you and hoped you’d get here to rescue me before he tried.” 
“Kai intervenes?” I ask. 
“On Shawn’s behalf,” she answers. “Every time he and I have a fight, Kai swoops in and talks me out of leaving him for good. Each time, I think, ‘Nope. This is it this time. Shawn and I are done.’ But then…”
I smile. I can’t help it. “Yeah. Kai’s pretty good with words.”
“He certainly can be…” She looks over at me and rolls her eyes. “When he actually uses them, anyway.” 
“Exactly…” I shake my head. “Why hasn’t he called me yet?” 
“I don’t know,” she says. “He asked for your number days ago.” 
“He did?” 
She nods. 
My pulse slows. “I guess that means he’s done with me then.”
“You don’t know that.” 
“Yes, I do.” I look out at the grounds and watch as two guys throw a football back and forth. Neither of them catch it and they spend the majority of their time fumbling about to pick it up. “He wouldn’t sit on this, Mandy. Either he’s in or he’s out. If he’s in, he would have called. If he’s out… well… he probably just moved on.” 
“I’d offer to talk to him for you, but then I’d feel like a lame-ass hypocrite,” she says. “I can’t exactly avoid him about my break-up and get involved with yours, too.” 
“I don’t want you to talk to him anyway,” I say. “He’s a big boy. He can make his own decisions.” 
Mandy sighs. “You should talk to him while you’re here, though.” 
I shake my head. “There’s nothing I could say to him that I haven’t already said,” I claim. 
“That is completely false.”
“I appreciate the advice, but I think I’m going to keep doing what I’m doing, Mandy.” 
“Which is what, exactly?” 
I glare at her from the corners of my eyes. “I’m holding steady.”
Mandy glances around as if she smells something foul. “Jeez, what the hell happened to you?” she spits. 
I sit back. “What do you mean?”
“You have been called many things, Piper Lynch. Doormat isn’t one of them. Until now.” 
I keep my eyes from rolling back. “I’m not a doormat. What the hell is this about?” 
“You’re really just going to sit back and wait until the day when Kai Casablancas may or may not decide he wants to be with you?” 
“I left the decision up to him,” I argue. “He wasn’t sure, so I gave him time. What’s wrong with that?” 
“The Piper I know would never have given him the option to drag this out,” she says. “She would have said it’s now or never then walked away. You never would have bothered with this will-they-won’t-they crap before.” 
“I—” I trip on my words. “It’s different now.” 
“It’s really not,” she says. “Kai is just another guy.” 
“No, he’s not.” My lip shakes. It’s a foreign feeling. I’ve never had to explain myself to Mandy before. She and I have always just understood each other. Even when we didn’t agree, we understood. “I’ve never loved anyone like this before.”
“All the more reason to push him harder, Piper. Isn’t that the whole reason why you came back here in the first place?” she asks. “I mean, it sure as hell wasn’t to see me — your best friend.” 
“Hey…” I stare at her and she looks away. “Low blow.” 
Mandy sighs and reaches up to scratch her nose. “Sorry…” she mutters. “I’m pretty emotionally drained at the moment.” 
I extend my arm and wrap it around her, pulling her in to lay her head on my shoulder. “I’m pretty sure awkward three-way break-up drama earns you a free pass,” I tell her. “Don’t worry about it.” I plant a friendly kiss on her head, much to the delight of a few passing athletes in jerseys. I roll my eyes. “My god, there’s no difference between high school and college guys, is there?” 
She chuckles. “That’s usually why we aimed a little older, if I recall.” 
“Maybe you’re right, Mandy,” I say. “Maybe we have changed.” 
“Fucking Europe, man…” 
I laugh. “So, what are you going to do?” I ask as I push my fingers through her thick, brown locks. “Shawn or Nina?” 
She sits back and licks her lips. “Well… while Nina is fun, I don’t want to date a woman. At least, not right now.”
“And will you go back to Shawn?” 
“If he’ll take me,” she mutters.
“If he won’t, we could always run away with each other,” I joke. 
She grins. “Don’t tempt me, succubus.” She rises to her feet and holds out her hand. “Let’s go.” 
“Where are we going?” I take her hand and she pulls me off the bench. 
“We have some conversations to have.” 
I try to pull my hand away, but she keeps a firm grip on it. “Mandy…” I say.
Her fingers entwine with mine. “Come on.” 
I let her pull me along. “I’ll support you with whatever you need,” I tell her, “but I’m not talking to Kai.” Her grip on me is so tight, my fingers begin to throb. 
 
***
 
Mandy doesn’t even knock when we reach Shawn and Kai’s room. She pushes the door open and pulls me inside along with her. I once again try to take my hand away, but she refuses to let me go. 
“Will you let me go, please?” I ask her. She twists around me and pushes me into the room in front of her. “What the hell, Mandy?” 
The door slams closed behind me and I glance around the room. Kai stands up from his desk with a concerned look in his eyes while Shawn lingers on his bed. I turn back to Mandy to find she’s planted herself in front of the door. She flicks her wrist behind her and loudly locks it. 
“Okay…” she addresses us all. “No one is leaving this room until we work out our shit.” 
“Mandy, come on…” I say, avoiding Kai’s stare. 
“Nope.” She shakes her head. “If there’s one thing that can be said about the four of us, it’s that we never say what we need to say unless we’re trapped together in small, confined places. Case and point: The trains in Europe.” 
“Mandy, what are you doing?” Kai asks.
“I’m fixing this.”
Shawn stands up and walks over to her. “Please don’t break up with me again,” he says to her. “I’m just an idiot. You know that.” 
Mandy smiles up at him. “I’m sorry, Shawn,” she says. “I made a mistake. We good?” 
He shrugs. “Yeah, we’re good.” 
I scoff at them as he turns to stand next to her and crosses his arms. “What the hell was that?” I ask. 
“Your turn,” Mandy says, her eyes bouncing between myself and Kai.
I glance back at him. His eyes tell me he wants to speak, but he doesn’t open his mouth. I turn back to Mandy and Shawn. “This is way more complicated than that,” I argue. 
“I agree,” Kai says. 
“Well…” Mandy hums. “You’re not leaving until you un-complicate it. So, get comfortable.” 
“Mandy, you’re being ridiculous,” I say. 
“I’d rather be ridiculous than stupid,” she says. “And the way you two have been acting is stupid.” 
Shawn nods. “I have to agree with her on that one. Kai, you’ve seen better days.” He looks at me. “He’s been moping around here all day, every day, for the past week.” 
Kai steps forward. “Shawn—” 
“Is that true?” I ask him. 
“I’ve…” he stutters. “I’ve been thinking things over.” 
“For a whole week?” 
“This isn’t exactly an easy decision.” 
“Why not?” I turn to face him. “You either love me or you don’t.” 
“Like you said before, it’s way more complicated than that.” 
“Well, what’s holding you back, Kai?” I ask. He looks past my shoulder, hesitating to answer. “No, forget about them,” I say. 
“Piper, I can’t do this right now,” he says. “I need time—” 
“Time is up, Kai.” I take a deep breath and remember Mandy’s words. “It’s now or never.” 
He looks at me with a flexed jaw. “Never it is, then,” he says as he steps around me. A pain strikes my chest. I stare at the wall, unable to move or think as he moves towards the door. 
“Open the door,” I hear him say.
Mandy sighs. “I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this…” I turn and watch her move over to Shawn’s night stand while Shawn blocks the door.
“Shawn, move,” Kai says. 
“Nope. I agree with her, man.” 
“Shawn,” Mandy says as she walks back. “Hold him still, please.” 
Shawn reaches out and grips Kai’s shoulders. I see the shimmering silver in Mandy’s hands as she reaches out and latches the cuff to his right wrist.
“What the fuck?” Kai tries to pull away, but they both jerk him in my direction. 
I’m still frozen in place and honestly, I don’t fight when Mandy reaches for my left hand and I hear that metallic sound of the handcuff binding my wrist with Kai’s.



Chapter 14
Kai
 
“Where the hell did you get handcuffs?” I shout at Mandy. 
She squints back at me with amusement. “It’s a private collection,” she says. 
“Of course they are.” I take a step away from Piper as her natural scent starts to invade my nose. I took one, small whiff of it and I can already feel my rational mind crumbling into bits. I need more time to think this over and I sure as hell can’t do it while I’m fucking handcuffed to her. 
“Look…” Mandy reaches out and puts a hand on both of our shoulders. “I know the two of you really well. Like… really well. Emotionally, mentally… biblically. I mean, I’ve had sex with both of you.”
I grit my teeth. “Get to the point, Mandy.” 
“My point is… that the two of you were meant for each other.” 
I scoff. Piper looks over at me, silently. I refuse to look back. 
“I’m serious, Kai,” Mandy continues. “I’ve seen some pretty fucked up and dysfunctional shit in my life, and believe me, you two have been involved in a decent amount of it, but you also have some of the most spellbinding chemistry I’ve ever seen. Quite frankly, I’m jealous because I’ll never have that with anyone.” She glances over her shoulder. “No offense to you, Shawn.” 
“None taken,” he replies. “Because she’s right…” 
I glare at him. 
“I think you’re both being really fucking stupid if you don’t give this a real shot.” Mandy drops her hands from our shoulders and crosses them over her chest. “I’m not letting you guy go until you do.” She steps back and moves towards the door. “We’re going to leave you guys alone now, but we’ll be back in an hour.”
“Peachy,” I bite. Piper’s aura is far too strong. It’s already tugging me closer to her and with each passing moment, it becomes harder to ignore. I look across the room, but I catch sight of her in a mirror and cringe. 
Shawn and Mandy close the door and they lock it behind them.
I step towards Shawn’s bed, tugging Piper along with me. She stumbles a bit at the sudden movement, but keeps upright. I pull Shawn’s bedside drawers open with my free hand and root around inside. 
“What are you doing?” she asks. 
Her voice feels like cool water dripping down my back in the middle of July. “I’m looking for a spare key,” I explain. 
“She took it with her.” 
“Are you sure?” 
“Yes,” she answers. “I saw her put it in her pocket.” 
I sigh and shove the drawers closed, nearly knocking his lamp over. “Great…” 
“Is being handcuffed to me really that awful?” 
“Pipes…” I say. “I said I don’t want to talk right now.” 
“Well, we don’t have much of a choice.” 
“Yes, we do,” I say. “We don’t have to play into their crap.” I tug on the handcuff. “Come on, let’s go find them and demand they let us out.” I try to walk towards the door, but Piper refuses to move. “Piper, come on.” 
“No.” 
I turn to her. “Please.” 
“No.” She takes a step back, taking me along with her. “We should talk, Kai.” 
“Not now.”
“If not now, then when?” she asks. 
“Some other time.” 
She shakes her head. “Nope.” She drops to the floor and crosses her legs beneath her. 
“What are you doing?” I ask, bent over as she pulls me down with her. 
“I’m not going anywhere until you talk to me.” She scoots backward, dragging me with her, and leans against the foot of my bed to make herself comfortable. “And if I’m not going anywhere, then you’re not going anywhere.” 
I growl and try to slip the cuff off my wrist. The metal digs into my skin. A piercing pain shoots through my arm. No matter what I do, it won’t budge. “Fuck…”

“Are you quite finished?” she asks. 
I let out a frustrated breath before toppling to the floor. “Fine,” I say as I lean back with her. We sit side-by-side, but I slide over to keep a few inches between us. The slightest brush of her skin could cause a spark and I’d rather not go there with her right now. Sure, I want her body more than anything, but that’s exactly the problem—
Shit. I should be saying this out loud, shouldn’t I?
I bite my lip and close my eyes to keep the thoughts inside. 
“My mom said she knew this would happen.”
“Is that right?” I lean back and stare at the ceiling to keep from looking at her. 
“Apparently, it was obvious ever since we were kids that we’d end up together,” she says. “My mother knew it… and so did yours.” 
I chuckle. “Well, my mother sure has changed her mind since the good ole’ days.” 
“She’ll come around,” Piper says softly. “Even if my father doesn’t, she will.” 
“It’s not exactly parental approval I’m worried about, Pipes.” 
She falls silent. I feel her adjust her wrist slightly. The metal chain clinks. Every subtle move she makes gives me goosebumps. I cling to my memories, the ones that bring me perspective. Like the brutal tongue-lashing she gave me on the train to Munich. Or getting punched in the face by that brute son-of-a-bitch in Rome, all because of her and her nympho tendencies. And, of course, her telling me off in Madrid. 
“This isn’t what you think it is,” she told me.
“I don’t care if you’re in love with me.”
“Get over it.” 
“Go home. Don’t come back. I need a clean break from you.”
She brushes her hair behind her ear and I smell her again. My mouth waters. I swallow it down, but another memory is already gone and blood flows sharply south. 
“It’s too easy to forget,” I whisper. 
“Forget what?” 
I stare straight ahead. “The bad moments.” I feel her eyes on me. “When I’m with you, it all melts away and complete, utter bliss fills its place.” 
“That doesn’t sound so bad.” 
“And you’d be right,” I continue. “For about twenty minutes… and then it wears off and I remember everything.” 
“Kai…” She turns towards me and I twitch as her leg brushes against mine. “I don’t know how many times I can apologize—” 
“I don’t doubt that you’re sorry,” I interrupt. “I know you’re sincere.” 
“Then what’s wrong?” 
I shrug. “Forgiveness doesn’t make the pain go away.” 
“Kai…” She says my name with barely a whisper and reaches out to me. Her finger graze mine. When I flinch, she takes my hand by force. “Is that it?”
Pure warmth radiates up my arm. “Is what it?” 
“We can’t change the past,” she says. “And I don’t want to either. But I also don’t want to spend the rest of our lives apologizing to each other. Do you?”
I finally look at her and I’m instantly captured by her deep, blue eyes. “No, I don’t,” I answer truthfully. 
She moves quickly and throws one leg over me before I can react. My entire body goes stiff as she straddles me to hold me in place. 
“Piper—” 
“Kai, look at me.” 
I don’t fight her — I can’t fight her. My eyes stay fixed on hers. Happiness overwhelms sadness as I remember the best of her. Her laughter on the train. The little snore she makes when she’s really tired that I’ve never told her about because I want it to be my own private secret. How pink her pale cheeks get when she’s happy and horny— 
“Snap out of it, Kai,” she demands. 
“I can’t—” 
She grabs my cheeks. “Hate me. Remember me as if I’m not here right now. Remember how you caught me in that Italian sex dungeon? Remember getting punched in the face for dragging me out of it?” 
My cheeks burn with anger. “Goddammit, Piper—” 
“Remember when I dumped you in Europe and abandoned all the people that care about me? And how you told me you loved me and I didn’t say it back because I didn’t care?”
I jerk away from her hands. “Stop!” 
“I don’t want you to forget, Kai,” she says, holding my gaze. “I want you to remember and I want you to hold me accountable for it.” 
“Oh, believe me, I do.” 
“Then punish me,” she urges. “Take it out on me so we can move on.” 
My heart races, pumping blood in every direction. I can’t stop my fingers from latching onto her body. The desire is far too strong. “This is so fucked up…” I mutter. 
She laughs softly. “I kind of like that about us…” 
“So do I.” I pull her closer. My lips graze against her skin, but I hold myself back. My cock throbs, begging to be inside of her, but my mind holds steady. I feel the pain and sadness. I embrace the darkness inside as I stare into her little blue oceans. 
“I want you, Kai,” she breathes. “I want this. I want—”
I cut her off with a kiss. “I hate you so much…” I whisper. 
“Good.” She kisses me back. Her taste coats my tongue. 
I moan against her lips and press her harder against my body. She rounds her hips, rubbing gently against my hard cock in my jeans. It throbs more and more with each grind. “Fucking bitch…” 
Piper smiles and slides off of me. I reach for her belt to help her out of her pants as my vision blurs. She kicks them away before grabbing me and unzipping my jeans. “I can’t stand that smug fucking grin of yours…” she mutters as she mounts me again. 
I grit my teeth to hold back my moans. “Your voice is like nails on a chalkboard…” She takes my shaft into her palm and strokes me fast. “Oh, fuck…” I moan. 
Her entire core trembles. “I hate how many women you’ve fucked.” 
She rests my tip against her entrance. I feel her moisture dripping down onto me and I quiver for more. “It can’t possibly be more than the number of men you’ve banged—” She pushes me in an inch. I dig my fingertips into her arms, resisting the urge to rail against her. 
“You’d be wrong,” she chuckles. 
“Well, at least I remember the names of all the women I’ve fucked,” I fire back. “Tell me — what was the name of the masked prick in Rome?” 
She impales herself on me. Her eyes flutter closed, blocking the pleasure in her boiling eyes from me. “Fuck you,” she moans. 
“Yeah, fuck you, too.” 
I hold her body as she arches her back and rests her hands on my knees. Her hips glide over me, pulling my cock slowly deeper. She’s so moist and tight inside, sheer torture and heaven all at once. I pull her shirt up and rest it over the tops of her big breasts. They rub against me, locked behind a tight bra. I inhale deep, taking in her perfect scent while she bounces steadily on my cock. 
Piper takes my hands and leans forward. Her fingers interlock with mine before pinning me to the bed behind me. Our handcuffs click and clang as we continue the fierce grind against each other. She forces her tongue so far down my throat, I can barely breathe. I buck my hips to send my cock deeper inside her little snatch, making her moan in delicious torment. 
“You ruined my fucking life,” I growl into her breasts. 
“And you fucked up mine!” 
I pound her even harder. My muscles ache, but I keep going, determined to make her scream my name. “You are such a massive cunt—” She locks her inner muscles around me, cutting off my insult as fresh pleasure radiates my loins. “Fuck…”
Amusement dances behind her eyelashes. She rides me even faster, pumping away at me and massaging me from the inside with her trained muscles. “Kai…” she moans with bliss.
She drops her hands from mine, inviting me to take control of her. I don’t hesitate. I take her little body in my arms and push her backward to lie on the floor. She relaxes every muscle and lets me do with her as I please. I spread her legs wide and settle myself back between them with a quick thrust. Her mouth opens in a silent scream as I fuck her over and over again. I dig my nails into her hands. I bite the skin of her neck and collar bone. I give her body little pains everywhere I can. She winces, but the moans never stop and I never want them to. 
I rock her against the hard floor with eager thrusts until I find the perfect rhythm. Not surprisingly, it’s how we both always liked it: Hard, fast, and without restraint. Her entire body shakes beneath mine and she can hardly breathe by the time I feel her come on my dick. Her wetness coats my shaft. The new warmth is too much for me to handle. I dig my fingers into her waist. I don’t stop pumping her until I’m sure every last drop of me is spent inside of her. 
I collapse against her. My vision goes black. I can’t think. I can’t move. Light-headed and shaking, I lie against her perfect cleavage. Her sweat covers my lips. I lick them clean. 
“Kai,” she whispers. 
“Yes, Piper?” I breathe.
“I love you.” 
I raise my head to look at her and I see real tears in Piper Lynch’s eyes. “I…” I stop myself from saying it back. 
“What?” she asks softly.
“Let me get back to you in about twenty minutes…” 
She smiles. “Sounds good. I can wait.” 
I reach for her cuffed hand and she holds me until I say it back.



Chapter 15
Piper
 
I turn on my heels. “Maybe we should come back later—”
Kai grips my hand and slaps the doorbell. “Or not,” he smiles and pulls me back into place beside him. 
I crane my neck and stare up at the tall mansion. The house I grew up in. Suddenly, it feels much larger than it really is.
“Piper…” Kai draws my attentions. “I’ll be right here the whole time.” He squeezes my hand and I feel a little better about this whole situation.
The door opens and Ava flashes a quick smile at us. She immediately draws it back in, obviously not too eager to show that she’s happy to see us. “Kai, Piper,” she says. “I didn’t know you were coming.” 
“Yeah, we didn’t call ahead,” Kai says. “Sorry.”
“It’s okay.” She pulls the door open wider. “Is everything all right?” 
“Everything is fine,” I say. I take a quick breath. “Is my father here?” 
Ava nods. “He’s locked away in his study, as usual.” She gestures us inside.
“Thank you,” I tell her. I release Kai’s hand and step inside. My father’s study door comes into view at the opposite end of the foyer. “Ava…” I turn back to her. “I wanted to apologize for the other night…” 
She shakes her head. “I think we could all do with some apologizing, really,” she mutters. 
“Yeah, but… especially me,” I joke. “I’m…” My eyes wander over to Kai. “I’ve been pretty selfish and stupid and I really need to tell you how sorry I am.” 
Ava steps forward. “Piper…” She rests her hands on my shoulders. “Luckily, selfish and stupid are common traits for both of our families.
“Yeah, I guess they are.” I look at the study door again. “Do you think he’ll see me?” 
She releases my shoulders and follows my line of sight. “Only one way to find out,” she shrugs. 
We follow her across the room and I pause in front of the study door to turn back to Kai. “Actually, I think I’ll go in alone,” I tell him. 
“Are you sure?” he asks. 
I nod. “Yeah. I think this needs to come from me.”
He looks nervous, but steps back with acceptance. “I’ll be out here,” he says. 
Ava grabs his shoulder. “Come on, Kai,” she urges. “Let’s leave them be.” He hesitates, but eventually lets her drag him into the kitchen with her. 
I reach out and knock softly on the door. 
“Yeah?” 
I hear his voice and it brings a smile to my face. I recall all the times I knocked on his door as a child. He always answered with the same word, the same tone of voice. The same everything. 
It’s scary how much life has changed, but also, how much it has stayed the same.
I push the door open and step inside. 
His silence is comforting, but only for a moment. “Hey, Dad,” I say. My voice trembles a bit, but I manage to keep it steady. If there’s one thing my father can see clearly, it’s weakness. 
He stares at me from behind his desk. I expect him to stand up at any moment and point towards the door, but he stays still as I walk across the room. 
“May I?” I ask, looking down at the chair in front of the desk. 
He nods silently.
As I sit down, I let my eyes wander the large room. The last time I was here, I was delivering the itinerary for my trip to Europe. A complete map of my exact whereabouts for an entire week — or so he thought. It was accurate, to a certain extent. “You know,” I say, just about a whisper. “I spent all day rehearsing what I wanted to say to you, but now I can’t remember a word of it.” 
He leans forward in his chair. “That’s why I taught you to always use note cards,” he says as he fixes a stack of papers on his desk. 
I give a short smile. “I thought note cards would be a little strange for a normal conversation with my father,” I say. 
“Piper…” he sighs. “I don’t think you and I have ever had a normal conversation.” 
“You’re probably right.” I stare at my hands. “Conversation was more Mom’s specialty.” I bite my inner cheek, suddenly wary of the idea of bringing her up, but he nods in agreement. 
“I never figured out how to talk to you, Piper,” he says. “I could teach you, give orders… but I could never talk to you like she could. I was under the impression that it wasn’t my job.”
It makes all the sense in the world, but that doesn’t stop it from stinging a bit. “You were always so busy,” I say. 
“Every man is busy,” he replies. “That’s no excuse for failing to parent his child.” 
“You didn’t fail…” 
“I pushed my daughter so hard, she fled from me,” he says. “No, Piper, I’d say I failed you.” 
“Dad,” I whisper. “I should have tried to talk to you again instead of…” I pause. “It was the wrong decision.” 
“I agree.”
“But I don’t regret it.” I shift my feet to force myself from nervously tapping my toes against the chair. “I can’t regret it. If I never went to Europe, I never would have reconnected with Mom… and I never would have found Kai.”
My father’s shoulders go tense. I’m honestly not sure which thought strikes him cold the most. “I have no doubts that your reckless decision-making benefited you the most in the end, Piper.” 
“Dad…” I tilt my head. “I’m sorry. I don’t expect that everything is going to go back to the way it was by saying that. I just need you to know it. I’m really sorry for what I put you and Ava through and… I hope we can find some common ground again.”
He pauses for a moment and stares at me through his spotted glasses. Finally, he sighs. “I wouldn’t be much of a father if I turned you away, Piper,” he says. 
I smile. “It’s a good start.” 
“And I regret what was said at dinner,” he says. “It was wrong of me to call you…” 
I nod and let his words fall. “I have a pretty thick skin,” I say. 
“You always have.” His lips curl slightly. “I’m not sure how I feel about you and my stepson being romantically involved though…”
“Yeah…” I chuckle. “It was awkward for us, too. But… worth the trouble, I think.” 
“I will take your word for it,” he jokes.
I breathe a sigh. “Thank you, Dad.” 
“As long as you’re happy…”
I think about the phrase for a moment. “I am…” Laughter teases my throat. “Yeah. I think for the first time, I really am.” 
“Does that mean you’re staying put for now?” he asks. 
“Yes.” I take a quick breath. “Mom and I found an apartment not too far from campus.” 
“From campus?”
I nod. “I’m considering going to school in the fall. Summer, if I can get paperwork done in time. USC ain’t Harvard, but—” 
“Isn’t Harvard,” he corrects. 
I grin, amused that he took my bait. “It isn’t Harvard, but…”
“It’s a good start.” 
A warm feeling tingles my limbs. “Yeah.”
My father looks at me and his eyes turn soft. “It’s nice to have you home, Piper,” he says. 
“It’s nice to be home, Dad.”
 
***
 
The elevator doors open and I step onto the fifth floor. I spin around. “Right this way,” I say to Kai. 
He lingers in the elevator first before stepping off with narrow eyes. “Are you sure you two can afford this?” he asks. “This is a really nice building…” 
“Yeah,” I assure him once again. He follows me slowly as I walk backwards, leading him down the hall. “Especially since my dad offered to foot the bill for school — which I wasn’t expecting at all, by the way.” I reach into my pocket for my new keys. 
“Well, I especially like the proximity to school,” he says as his eyes continue to scan the white hallway. 
“Just a ten minute walk, both ways,” I say. “Clocked it myself.” 
Kai grins at me. “You’re getting really excited about this, aren’t you?” he pokes.
“Maybe…” 
“And here I thought your excitement over academics was a ruse put on to satisfy daddy dearest…” He shakes his head and ticks his tongue. 
“It was… kind of.” 
“You little nerd.” 
“Bite me.”
He raises an eyebrow. “I intend to.” 
I pause in front of the door. “And here we are,” I announce.
“Five D,” Kai reads the letters aloud. 
I reach into my pocket and pull out a spare key. “Mom had this made up for you in case either of us get locked out,” I say as I slide it into his palm. “And she repeated that multiple times to make it clear that it is the only reason why you would ever use it.” 
Kai chuckles. “But Penny was so cool before…”
“Well, as cool as she is,” I say, “I don’t think she’s keen on my boyfriend sneaking into my bed in the middle of the night. She’s still a mom, after all.” 
“Holy shit…” He stares at me with wide eyes. 
“What?” I ask. 
“You just said boyfriend and you didn’t even flinch.” 
My eyes fall to the floor. “Did I?” 
He leans in closer and blocks my reach for the door handle. “Hey…” he says as he wraps his arms around me. “Kiss me.” 
“Why?” I tease. 
“Because I’m about to enter a hands off zone…” His lips graze mine, pulling me in until I’m forced to kiss him myself. 
“There,” I say, leaning away.
“Wait, wait…” He kisses me again, his lips tasting sweet and perfect. 
“Kai…” I whisper. “There will be plenty of time for this later once we get back to your dorm…” 
He raises his head. “I wasn’t aware we had plans later…”
“We always have plans later,” I tease with a smirk. “Because I’m not going anywhere.” 
“Promise?” he asks. 
“I promise.” I slide the key into the lock. “Kai, there is nothing in this world that can tear us apart now.” 
He smiles at me as I push the door open. 
Movement catches my eyes and I freeze in the open doorway. 
My mother moves quickly to cover her naked skin with a thick blanket on the living room sofa. Two sets of clothing lie tossed about the room. A man sits beside my mother on the sofa with his groin obscured by nothing but a throw pillow. I scan his body, enticed at the familiar shape of his muscles. My eyes move to his face and my jaw drops to the floor. 
Brown hair. Brown eyes. A stunningly perfect jaw-line. Just like Kai’s… 
“Mr. Casablancas?” 
Kai steps forward. “Dad?”
The two of them stare up at us with awkward smiles. I stumble back and pull Kai out of the room before slamming the door closed. We stare at each other and let the shock sink in. 
“That was your dad…” I say. 
“With your mom…” he continues. 
I bite my inner cheek and wait for Kai’s reaction before committing to my own. As his lips start to curl, just like mine, we both split the silence with laughter. It grows louder and louder until we have to lean on each other to stay upright. 
“Want to get out of here?” I ask as I try to catch my breath. 
“Desperately,” he replies. 
“Thank god.” 
He grips my hand and entwines his fingers with my own as we bolt down the hallway together. We board the elevator and I cup his face to plant a firm kiss on his warm lips. 
Kai, there is nothing in this world that can tear us apart now.
I’ve never been one for optimism. I could be very wrong about that, but… not right now. 
In this moment, it feels so very right. 
Kai kisses me back as the elevator doors slide closed. 
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