
  
    [image: The Order of Ravens and Wolves]
  


  
    
      THE ORDER OF RAVENS AND WOLVES

      VOLUME 2

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        T.L. HODEL

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          The Order Of Raven’s And Wolves

        

        
          
            Author Warning

          

          
            
              Accident-Prone

              T.L. Hodel

            

            
              
                Prologue

              

              
                Chapter 1

              

              
                Chapter 2

              

              
                Chapter 3

              

              
                Chapter 4

              

              
                Chapter 5

              

              
                Chapter 6

              

              
                Chapter 7

              

              
                Chapter 8

              

              
                Chapter 9

              

              
                Chapter 10

              

              
                Chapter 11

              

              
                Chapter 12

              

              
                Chapter 13

              

              
                Chapter 14

              

              
                Chapter 15

              

              
                Chapter 16

              

              
                Chapter 17

              

              
                Chapter 18

              

              
                Chapter 19

              

              
                Chapter 20

              

              
                Chapter 21

              

              
                Chapter 22

              

              
                Chapter 23

              

              
                Chapter 24

              

              
                Chapter 25

              

              
                Chapter 26

              

              
                Chapter 27

              

              
                Chapter 28

              

              
                Chapter 29

              

              
                Chapter 30

              

              
                Chapter 31

              

              
                Chapter 32

              

              
                Chapter 33

              

              
                Chapter 34

              

              
                Chapter 35

              

              
                Chapter 36

              

              
                Chapter 37

              

              
                Chapter 38

              

              
                Chapter 39

              

              
                Chapter 40

              

              
                Chapter 41

              

              
                Chapter 42

              

              
                Epilogue

              

              
                Note from the author

              

              
                The Preston Diaries

              

            

          

        

      

      
        
          Relapse

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Panic-Button

        

        
          
            Author Warning

          

          
            Note from Preston

          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Mrs. Grier

          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright 2023 Tara Hodel

      

      

      

      
        
        FIRST EDITION

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved.

      

      

      

      
        
        If you are not reading this book via a licensed copy sold by Amazon, you have a pirated version.

      

      

      

      
        
        This book should not be copied, duplicated, or stored on any retrieval systems except for brief excerpts quoted in book reviews.

      

      

      

      
        
        Thank you for supporting indie authors by buying books or reading subscriptions through legitimate channels.

      

      

      

      
        
        Cover Design by Books And Moods

        Dazed Designs

      

      

      

      
        
        Edited by justaskherproductions

      

      

      

      
        
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblances to actual events, locales, or persons living or dead, are coincidental.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE ORDER OF RAVEN’S AND WOLVES

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Name pronunciations]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Order Titles]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        These books contain themes and subject matter that is intended for a mature audience.

      

        

      
        The stories may contain but are not limited to, violence, murder, death, profanity, tobacco use, drug use, kidnapping, choking, knife play, bondage, references to emotional, physical and sexual child abuse, addiction, degradation and humiliation, suicide, PTSD reactions, addiction, and bullying, racism, and homophobic slurs, rape, sodomy, m/m, m/m/f, sharing, pregnancy, forced proximity, tropes and scenes, extreme sexual situations, that some girls are not happy about, and others that don’t mind (don’t worry they all come around), a very snappy turtle, suspense, crime, and Whitley family dinner.

      

        

      
        Reader discretion is advised.

      

      

    

  


  
    
    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Playlist]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      TEN YEARS AGO:

      My nose crinkled as my dad hugged my mom and kissed her cheek. Adults were so gross. They were always holding hands and stuff. Didn’t they see the cooler of snacks was beside them?

      I wanted a snack, but I wasn’t going to go over there. Then my mom would kiss my cheek. Eww. She’d been all lovey since she got back from making her movie.

      I’d watched the last movie she made. My dad said I couldn’t watch this one, though, cause I was too young. I was always too young. When I got bigger, I was going to watch all the movies and do the other things I wasn’t allowed to, and no one could stop me.

      “Silas! Put those down.” My dad waved his finger at the feathers in my hand, “They’re dirty.”

      “Stop it, Martin. They’re just feathers.” My mom reached up and touched my dad’s cheek. “Let Silas have his fun.”

      Yeah, let me have my fun.

      I wouldn’t say that out loud, or else I’d lose my game. Or worse…I’d get the belt.

      “Do you know how many diseases birds carry?” My dad’s firm eyes swung my way. “Put them down, now.”

      With a sigh, I opened my hand and let the feathers flutter to the ground. It took me forever to collect those. When I grew up, I was going to have all the feathers, too. I’d sprinkle them on my furniture so when my dad came over, he’d have to sit on them.

      My dad’s brow rose when I just stood there glaring at him. “Go play.”

      Those were my feathers. I frowned and crossed my arms.

      “We can go home if you want.”

      Instead of arguing, I stomped my way back over to the sandbox, where Mason and Harper were playing with my cousin, Finn. It took all morning for Mom and me to convince my dad to come to Cherry Lake, and we’d just gotten here. I didn’t want to go home. Why were adults so bossy?

      My lip curled at Mason’s mom. She was still standing on the docks, staring out at the water. She was so weird.

      The lake was busy today. Kids were everywhere while the adults laid around. Even Logan was here, and he never came to Cherry Lake. Everyone was happy, except Mason’s mom. She was just standing there by the water. Not moving, or sticking her foot in it, or anything.

      “Why is she doing that?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe she’s trying to find that mermaid guy….” Mason’s head tipped up as he squinted against the sun, “what was his name?”

      “King Triton?”

      I rolled my eyes at Harper’s answer. “Did you guys watch that movie again?”

      Every time I went over to Mason’s house and Harper was there, that movie was playing in the background. He said it was because Harper liked it, but I think he liked the mermaid’s red hair. It wasn’t even close to the same red as Harper’s hair. Hers was darker, and it shone in the sun and bounced when she ran. It was also really soft when I pulled it.

      Harper’s brother ran by, yelling, “I got it!”

      Clutched tightly in his raised fist was a swimsuit top, flapping around like a flag behind him as he ran. Actually…it would make a good flag, and we needed one for the sandcastle. Maybe Sean would drop it?

      That idea got squashed when his mom ran after him. “Sean Douglas Callaghan, you get your ass back here right now!”

      I’m not sure who’s suit Sean had snatched, but their mom didn’t seem happy about it. Oh well, I had other things to worry about.

      Like my cousin.

      “No, Finn.” I sprang across the sandbox and grabbed the rock out of his hand before he could stick it in his mouth. “Why do babies have to eat everything?”

      “Oral exploration is a key development stage for kids Finn’s age.”

      We all cocked our heads at my dad’s answer.

      “What’s that mean?” Harper whispered.

      “Don’t ask,” I warned her. “Then he’ll explain it.”

      Harper smiled and said, “Thank you, Mr. Creswell,” because none of us wanted him to tell us more.

      My dad nodded at Harper.

      “You’re welcome, dear,” which was when I let out the breath I was holding. I don’t know how many times we’d all had to sit down and listen to my dad talk.

      According to him, it took four thousand pounds of force to break a femur. Neither Mason or I knew what a femur was, but we’d been looking for one ever since.

      “Finn ate my truck the other day.” Mason stood up and flipped the bucket we were loading with sand over.

      “Really?” I grimaced as the bucket slid over the mound inside. Our first three attempts failed, so we made sure it was really full this time. “What did you do?”

      He shrugged. “I played with Micha’s.”

      Harper and I both stopped and stared up at him.

      “You played with Micha’s stuff?”

      Mason scowled down at me. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “But…” Harper’s brown eyes went wide. “It’s Micha’s?”

      “So? Micha’s my brother. I can play with his stuff.”

      My eyes narrowed at my best friend. “You didn’t ask him, did you?”

      “I don’t haveta ask him.”

      I bet Micha wouldn’t say the same thing. He didn’t let anyone touch his stuff, and when someone did, he wasn’t nice about it. In fact, Micha was just plain mean.

      Right now, he was on the other side of the beach, pushing a little girl with black hair in the sand. I didn’t know who she was, but I kind of liked her. Once she was on the ground, she lifted her foot and kicked him, making Micha crumple and fall down beside her.

      Maybe we should ask her to join our monster-hunting business? Mason and I hadn’t come across many monsters. So far, we’ve saved people from mostly iguanas and a few spiders, but we did protect a few people from a vampire.

      The guy that cooked at Mae’s was really pale and only came out at night. So we hid garlic all over the place. That girl might make a good monster hunter.

      I looked up as the girl swung her hand and slapped Micha in the face. Two seconds later, he pushed her down and kicked her in the side.

      Then again, maybe not.

      Micha was mean, but he wasn’t a warlock or vampire. He was better than Logan, I guess.

      I turned to the right, watching a blond little boy sneak up on a woman enjoying the sun. Each step he took caused a drop of water to slosh on the sand from the red bucket in his hands.

      If the woman was sleeping, she wasn’t anymore when Logan tossed water on her back. She shot up screaming and completely forgot about the bathing suit top she had undone. Which Sean swiftly swooped in and snatched.

      My brows pulled together as I watched the bouncing mounds on her chest. What was the fascination with those? Once a boy hit a certain age, it was like boobs were all he could think of—even my dad stared at them. I didn’t get it. One thing was for sure, I’d never like them.

      “That’s five!” Logan yelled and took off before she could chase him.

      If she did think about going after him, she stopped once he ran up to his parents. Couldn’t blame her. I didn’t like his parents either. Well, I liked his mom, but his dad…

      Ryker’s green eyes met mine from across the beach, sending a shiver up my spine. The corner of his mouth curled, making me quickly turn my attention back to the sandcastle. I didn’t like that smile. Bad things happened when I saw it. Things that hurt and made me feel icky.

      Don’t look at the Boogeyman. That’s when he comes for you.

      Maybe that’s why Mason’s mom was acting weird?

      None of the adults knew. She did, though. I’d seen the Boogeyman coming out of Mason’s mom’s room. My mom was always saying that I could tell her anything, but she didn’t know. The Boogeyman could hide in the shadows and had magic.

      That’s why Mason’s eyes were green. He cast a spell on him, so every time his mom looked at him, she would remember.

      Never talk about the Boogeyman.

      “Silas…” Harper’s hand pressed against my back. “Are you okay?”

      I kicked my foot out and muttered. “Mason sucks at making sandcastles.”

      He didn’t suck. I just couldn’t tell her why I was mad. If Harper and Mason knew, then the Boogeyman would come for them. Naomi told Ava, and then Ava was in the hospital for a long time.

      I was young, but I still remember Parker crying. He thought she was going to die. Mason, Harper, and I cast a spell so that wouldn’t happen. As long as that box stayed buried in my backyard, Ava would be okay.

      “I don’t suck,” Mason argued.

      Just then, Finn’s little hand reached out, grabbing a handful of the sand mound that came out perfect. I should’ve been mad at my cousin. We’d finally got it right, but I was kind of happy he wrecked it. I wanted to wreck something.

      “Your dumb cousin keeps breaking it.” Mason huffed and dropped down with his arms crossed.

      Harper tipped her head, causing her red hair to sparkle in the sun. “I think he’s cute.”

      Finn giggled out a babble and threw dirt at her.

      “Yeah, real cute.” Mason snorted.

      “He is cute.” I didn’t really think he was, Finn was always drooling and had barely any hair, but he was my cousin. It was my job to stick up for him.

      “You better learn to like babies, Mason Kessler.” Harper leaned forward and swept Finn’s hand clean. “Cause I want three.”

      “Threeeeee,” Mason whined and fell back.

      I snickered because as much as he wanted to argue, he wouldn’t. He was taking his job as Harper’s future husband very seriously. Which meant that he had to give her all the babies she wanted cause babies were the girl’s job.

      Mason better make sure he had lots of food for the stork. My dad said babies came from the mom’s tummy, but they had to get in there somehow.

      “Yup.” Harper nodded. “Two boys and a girl, so they can be the bestest friends, like us.”

      Mason and I both gagged. Girls were so sappy.

      “Okay, but we have to name one Scar,” Mason pointed out. “That’s a cool name.”

      It was a cool name.

      Harper nodded and then added, “But the girl’s name will be Buttercup.”

      “Buttercup? Eww.” Mason shook his head. “I like Xena. She had a sword.”

      I sighed and rolled my eyes, though I agreed with Mason. Xena was better than Buttercup. I bet none of the other people around us were arguing over something so dumb.

      Cherry Lake was busy today. There were lots of people out enjoying the clear blue sky, including a bunch of people I didn’t recognize. Probably what my dad called ‘tourists?’

      I wasn’t sure what a tourist was, but my dad didn’t like them. They made him say bad words. Since I got to spend the money in the swear jar, I was okay with it.

      “Silas,” my mom called. “Do you guys want a snack?”

      “Snack?” Mason jumped up and sprang over to my parents with a smile on his face. “Yes, please, Mrs. Creswell.”

      “Hey, she’s my mom. I get the first snack.”

      My mom frowned. “Remember your manners, Silas.” Why should Mason get the first snack? I was her son. It was her job to feed me, not him.

      “But…”

      She cut me off with a look. The same one she gave me when we had company over, and I had to be polite. Why did I have to be polite to guests? They came to our house. They should be nice to us. And Mason wasn’t a guest. He was at the same beach as us. We were all guests here.

      “Stupid manners,” I grumbled and kicked some sand as I walked over.

      I flopped down and ate my granola bar because Mason got the last pack of fruit snacks. He smiled at me as he popped the last one in his mouth.

      I was gonna tell Micha he played with his truck.

      “I think we need a seashell for the sandcastle,” Harper said while grabbing another rock out of Finn’s hand.

      Stupid baby.

      “Why?” Mason’s lip curled. “It’s broken.”

      “But we can make it not broken with a seashell.”

      Mason looked at me, and I looked at the half-formed sandcastle. No shell was going to fix that. There was a big baby handful taken out of it.

      “Okay,” Mason sighed when Harper looked over at us. “I’ll get you a seashell.”

      I jumped up before he could. “I’ll get it.”

      “Nuh,” Mason shook his head. “I’m gonna be her husband. It’s my job.”

      “I’m gonna get a better one. Then she’s gonna marry me instead of you.”

      His mouth opened as his head flew back, and he gasped with wide eyes.

      Shouldn’t have taken the last pack of fruit snacks.

      “I saw her first.”

      I crossed my arms. “Doesn’t matter, cause I’m gonna get a better shell, and penguins pick who brings them the best rock.”

      It was true, and he knew it was true. We’d watched that show together.

      Mason stomped his foot. “She’s my penguin, not yours.”

      “Not if I find a better shell.”

      “You’re not my best friend anymore!” He took off to the beach, looking for shells.

      “Good!” I yelled back and went the other way. “Best friends don’t eat all the fruit snacks!”

      I wandered around the beach forever, looking for a shell. Most of the ones I found were too small. I was about to give up when something glinting in the sand caught my eye. I knelt down and swept the dirt away. Underneath was a perfect shell.

      The outside was crisp white, but the inside was a shimmering orange with little bits of red. Harper was definitely gonna like my shell better. I’d never seen one this color.

      Standing up, I looked down the beach to where Mason was still looking and sighed. Harper was his. I couldn’t take her away from him even if he did eat the last fruit snacks. I should give him the shell to give to her.

      Two steps later, I stopped. Not far from me, there was a girl digging a hole. She had the prettiest eyes. So dark they were almost black, with little flecks of silver.

      I tipped my head and watched the sun shine down on her blonde hair, casting a halo of light around her. Was she an angel? She looked like an angel in her pink bathing suit.

      Mason had his wife pick, and my dad said Micha did too, but I didn’t have one. I looked down at the shell in my hand. Maybe she could be my wife?

      I walked over and smiled down at her. “Hi.”

      My heart skipped when she looked up at me. She was really pretty. Had those super pink lips the girls in the movies my dad watched had. Pouty, and a little bit wet. I tried to hide and see more.

      My dad always caught me and kicked me out of his room, but I’d never forget the way those girls stared at the men in his movies. The way their eyes shimmered—this girl’s eyes were shimmering.

      “I’m Silas.”

      She didn’t say anything, just stared up at me. That was okay. She was probably nervous. It wasn’t every day that you met your husband.

      “I found this for you.”

      Her eyes rolled down to the shell I held out for her as her lip curled. She was definitely nervous. I should explain to her how it was. Then she could relax.

      “Penguins bring their wives a rock, so I’m giving you a shell.”

      Her gaze snapped back up to mine, making me smile. I liked it when she looked at me.

      “I don’t want your stupid, dirty shell.”

      I gasped and stepped back from her snarl. She must be one of those tourists my dad talked about cause she didn’t sound like me when she talked. That must be why she was being like this. She didn’t know how things worked around here.

      “You will take it,” I explained while trying to mimic my dad’s firm tone. “I’m your husband, and you’ll listen to me.”

      “No, you’re not!” She stood up and glared at me. “I don’t want you. My husband will be better.”

      Be better? My dad was always saying that to me. Be better, Silas, do better, be the best.

      My hands fisted, but I didn’t get to do anything because she reached forward and shoved me down on the ground before I could.

      “No one will want you,” she sang and spun around.

      My eyes narrowed on a small pink triangle on her neck as she skipped away. Know who had marks like that? Witches. And there was only one way to get rid of witches.

      My fingers dug into the warm sand. I’d show her. I’d become the best at everything. Then I’d find that little witch and burn her.
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      As kids, we thought the world was filled with magic—Santa, the Tooth Fairy, even the Boogeyman. Everything was wondrous and mystical. Mom kissed our booboos better, and Dad could take on the world because he was the strongest man in ours.

      Then we grew up, and that magic fractured. Dad was just another man with a chip on his shoulder, and Mom’s kisses didn’t heal our wounds.

      They made more. Our parents’ flaws became reasons to hate them because they failed at the one job they had—preparing us for the world.

      “Good fight.” Some guy slapped Mase’s shoulder as we made our way through the crowd.

      Mase shrugged away from him and marched up the stairs. “Whatever you say.”

      I shook my head and followed him.

      Reality was the universe’s sucker-punch, and Mase had been hit harder than any of us. There wasn’t mysticism and wonder around every corner. There were no fairies hiding in the garden or fat, jolly men bringing us presents.

      The only thing we found around that corner was a dirty alley full of deception. That’s all childhood was—a lie.

      “We need to find another place.” Mase swung open the doors to ‘Grey’s Records’ and stepped out in the parking lot. “That was too easy.”

      “There is no other place,” I grumbled.

      Grey Montego, the owner, was a kindly seventy-year-old man. I used to come in and talk music with him. The man knew his stuff, and it was hard to find anyone that still appreciated the classics.

      Now his son Ryan ran the place. Though he’d managed to increase the record shop’s profits, I doubted his old man would be impressed with the underground fighting ring he was running out of the basement.

      A fighting ring that Mase had already worked his way through.

      It was the fourth this year.

      “There’s no more here.” Mase tipped his head in my direction.“ But in New Haven…”

      “You’re fucking kidding, right?”

      “What? How’s it any different than this neighborhood?”

      I cocked a brow at the rundown building we just came out of and the street full of potholes. The dockside neighborhood in Ashen Springs wasn’t the best. Though, I did welcome the salty ocean air over the smell of sweat and blood in Grey’s.

      I shook my head at the spark of mischief in Mase’s green eyes. The guy got off on crossing the line. Hitting on other guy’s girlfriends, showing up at Sean Callaghan’s going away party, and then this.

      Guys like us weren’t welcome in this neighborhood. Not that anyone could say shit about it. We owned this town. A point we proved when we helped Micha clear out Riley’s block a couple years ago. A few of the local gangs, however…

      My gaze shifted from a group of guys standing around a red pick-up to another group on the corner. The street light above them flickered, highlighting the lines of disdain etched in their faces. Each one sported a green bandana, either hanging out of the back pocket of their jeans or wrapped around their upper arms.

      Both of the groups were glaring at us, but the members of the gang, Hades Hounds, would shoot us in the back if they thought they could get away with it.

      And this shit was tame compared to New Haven.

      My mother was an actress, my Grandpa, a governor, and Mase’s old man was Louis Kessler. In New Haven, that would bring us one of two things—a ransom-kidnapping or a violent death. A town founded by addicts and criminals wasn’t a safe place for anyone, including the addicts and criminals.

      “New Haven is not an option, Mase.”

      “Why not?” He shrugged. “Might find a challenge there.”

      “If by challenge you mean surviving a knife in the gut….” My brow arched at him. “Then sure. We’ll find a lot of challenges there.”

      “I have connections in New Haven.”

      Really?

      “Your drug connections are the exact reason we are staying the fuck away from that town.”

      Mason’s hand flew to his chest. “I haven’t touched the stuff since I got out.”

      As far as I knew, that was true. Since he got out of rehab, I’d been watching him like a hawk, and I hadn’t seen any drugs. Alcohol, on the other hand.

      “And what about last week?” I tipped my head at him. “I saw you drink that beer at the bonfire.”

      “It was one beer,” he said with an exaggerated sigh.

      “One beer is too many for an alcoholic.”

      He threw his head back and rolled his eyes. Mase didn’t like being lectured. Too fucking bad for him. Someone had to make sure his dumb ass didn’t end up back in rehab.

      “What are you, my dad?”

      I snorted. “Your dad would’ve locked your ass back up.”

      “Please don’t send me back there.” He spun around and cupped my cheeks, squishing them together, while he sang, “I swear I’ll never touch the devil’s nectar again.”

      Asshole thought everything was a joke. Screwing around in rehab and wanting to drag me to New Haven. In about five seconds, he wouldn’t have to worry about finding a challenge in some skeezy underground fighting ring because I’d knock him the fuck out.

      “Get your fucking hands off me.”

      My fist balled as the corner of Mase’s mouth curled. I knew that look. It was usually followed by a kiss. If this fucker’s lips came anywhere near me…

      “Hey, Kessler!”

      We both cocked a brow and turned our heads. Well, Mase turned mine. Fucker still had his hands on my face. The guy sitting on the tailgate of the red pick-up hopped off and threw his finger up.

      “I lost a bet because of you.”

      Mase tipped his head and sized the guy up.

      Fuck.

      I recognized that twinkle in his eye.

      “Aww, look buddy.” He squeezed my cheeks, making my lips pucker. “I think someone’s upset.”

      “Get the fuck off me,” I snarled and slapped his hands away.

      Prick.

      I eyed the nametag on the guy’s coveralls as he stormed forward and hissed. “You owe me a grand, Kessler.”

      Al, who apparently worked at Max’s Gas and Gulp, was not happy. And the best part? Guess where Max’s Gas and Gulp was. New Haven. Great.

      Mase shot me a wink and folded his arms over his chest. I knew exactly what he was thinking. The guy and his friends weren’t as big as Mase or me, but they were big enough. And there were four of them.

      “That’s funny.” Mase leaned over and peeked around the guy’s shoulder to see a wide-eyed woman gawking out the back window of the truck. “I don’t remember ordering some second-rate used pussy.” He cocked a brow at me. “Did you?”

      Motherfucker.

      His comment was enough to make the other three guys push off the truck and march across the parking lot with Al.

      “Remind me to kick your ass later,” I growled under my breath.

      Mason smiled and nodded at the angry men. “Get in line, Buddy.”

      I should let them kick his ass. If he was anyone else, I would. But I knew how fucked up Mason Kessler really was. The world didn’t just eat him up and spit him back out. It shat all over his very existence.

      His mother was a piece of shit. His girl betrayed him, and everyone else hid the truth from him. Micha could wrap it up in whatever pretty bow of protection he wanted. The truth was, we all fucking lied to him. Including me.

      I was fourteen when I put everything together—the green eyes and Logan’s abnormal protection of Mason. Don’t get me wrong, Logan protected us all, but not like he did Mase.

      And did I say anything to him? No. I kept it to myself. I didn’t want to break his heart. Harper took care of that when we were ten. Besides, how do you tell someone they’re the spawn of the Boogeyman?

      “I’m going to get my money back, Kessler.”

      “You hear that, Bubby? He’s gonna get his money back.”

      I set my bag down and rolled my neck. “Yeah, I fucking heard it.”

      Asshole.

      Being who we were, stress was a natural part of life. Do this, do that, go here, be there. Add all the Order responsibilities on top, and you had a powder keg ready to blow.

      Logan didn’t give a shit and exploded whenever he felt like it. Micha pent everything up. Parker pretended to be the good boy, and Preston…well, nobody really knew what Preston did.

      My unnatural stress level came from my best friend, who I was definitely going to smack around after this shit.

      Mase glanced over his shoulder and sang, “Remember the four ‘A’s.”

      “Go fuck yourself,” I muttered back.

      The four ‘A’s were a running joke between him and me. It was something his old man once told us—tips for handling the overwhelming situations we would be put in—but the only overwhelming situations we had were fucking Lou and the Order rules. That, and my dad, which was a whole other matter.

      ‘A’ number one was adapt.

      That one was usually mine because I was the one that needed to adapt to whatever fucked up shit Mase started.

      Once, we woke up in Nova Scotia. No clue how we got there, but there we were on some island, surrounded by a bunch of Canadians. That was a fun conversation to have with my old man when we got back.

      “No one talks about my sister.” Al puffed his chest out as they all stepped up to us.

      All four were more focused on Mase than they were me. Then again, they’d just watched him pound their champion into the ground. They’d be stupid not to keep their eye on him.

      “Wow, you New Haven fucks really do like to keep it in the family. Tell me…” Mase rolled his shoulders back and leaned forward. “Does she spit or swallow?”

      Now came the second ‘A.’ Avoid, which was what Mase did when Al’s fist swung through the air. Faster than a man his size should be able to move, Mase ducked down out of the way, spun around, and grabbed the guy to the left of Al.

      In one graceful move, he brought his leg up, cracked the prick’s face on his knee, and twisted to face off against another fucker.

      Dipshit flew back unconscious with blood streaming from his broken nose.

      Just like that, we had the third ‘A.’ Alter.

      Instead of four against two, it was three. And number three didn’t look too keen on continuing.

      Al roared and jumped on Mase’s back, clawing at him like a fucking girl. One elbow in the ribs put a stop to that. Mase reached behind him, grabbed Al’s collar, and flipped him over his shoulder. Leaving him groaning on the ground next to his friend.

      Number two’s attack was put to an end by a solid clothesline from me. After that, number three held his hands up in surrender, which brought us to the final ‘A.’ Accept.

      I looked around at the three pricks on the ground. One was hunched over, coughing from my hit. Another one was down for the count, and Al was still struggling to catch his breath.

      “Come on,” I scooped up my bag and tugged on Mase’s arm. “It’s done. Let’s go.”

      And because Mason Kessler was a supreme dick, he reached in his pocket and tossed a hundred dollar bill down on Al.

      “Come find me if you want to collect the other nine hundred.”

      I threw my bag in the back of my Hummer and climbed in behind the steering wheel.

      “See,” Mase said, plopping down in the passenger’s seat. “We could totally handle New Haven.”

      “Yeah,” I snorted, “because that gas jockey and his idiot friends are the worst that place has to offer.”

      He shrugged. “We took them out easy enough.”

      “That might have something to do with the fact that they were drunk.”

      I could smell the beer on them. That, and no one in their right mind would challenge Mase after they saw what he did to that guy tonight. I’d seen Mase in a lot of fights, but I’d never seen him go off on someone like that.

      Fighting was his way of letting off steam. That wasn’t the issue. Everyone had coping mechanisms. The problem came when said mechanism didn’t work anymore. And Mase was one sideways glance away from imploding.

      Harper was my first clue. Yes, he was a prick to her—to be fair, she deserved it—but it was always the typical bully crap.

      Lately, he’d been seeking her out, hunting through the school halls just so he could make her life hell. Bastard even showed up at her house when I had to do a project with her. Not that I particularly cared how he treated her. I just wanted to get the work done.

      Things got worse after prom. Logan said Lana made Parker take Harper since she was still in the hospital. I’m not sure what happened that night, but whatever it was…changed Mason. He hated Harper before. Now he fucking loathed her.

      I dropped Mase off and headed home, more than happy to put this night behind me. The relief I felt pulling in the driveway lasted about point three seconds. There was a moving van parked down the street.

      No one was out moving anything. Then again, it was close to midnight. While I was curious about my new neighbors, that wasn’t what caused my brows to furrow.

      A long neck and a large feathered body ran down the sidewalk.

      Was that a fucking ostrich?

      I rubbed my eyes and stared down the sidewalk. Sure enough, there were two long legs running at mach speed, bouncing a big feathered butt. That wasn’t even the weirdest thing. The damn thing was wearing a pink eye-patch with a sparkly flower on it.

      How did I know this? The motherfucker twisted its long neck and glared back at me as it continued running. I was standing in my driveway, being stared down by a goddamn pirate ostrich.

      Did Mason put acid in my drink again?

      I glanced down at the water bottle in my hand and back at the bird. The fucker was fast. Ran right past a car, which squealed to a stop so the driver could stick their head out the window.

      His eyes landed on me, as mine landed on him. A silent confirmation passed between us.

      Yeah, that’s right. I saw it too.

      Should I go over and talk to him? Or go inside and pretend that none of this happened? I didn’t get to make the choice. As I lifted my foot to take a step, someone crashed into my back.

      We both toppled on the ground in a tangle of limbs. I managed to roll with it, pushing off the cool grass to roll my body over the other, a reaction that was now instinct—side effect of having Mason Kessler for a best friend.

      “Fuck sakes,” I growled, already at my limit of shit dealing tonight. “Watch where you’re….”

      All words were lost the instant I saw the girl underneath me. She was fucking gorgeous—full pink lips, a long ponytail full of platinum hair. But it was her eyes that had me entranced. Dark, sparkling onyx orbs that had a slight purple tinge in the moonlight. They were also oddly familiar...

      She twisted her head and murmured, “Oh shite,” when the hair caught in my watch yanked her neck back.

      Fuck me. She had an accent. Normally British accents grated on my nerves, but hers…

      While she worked to untangle her hair, I braced my palms on the ground and lifted myself up. There wasn’t much to her nightgown.

      White fabric with little flowers on it, thin enough that I could see the silhouette of the hourglass figure underneath. My gaze slid over the curve of her hip and up to her pert little tits.

      “Sorry about this.” Her warm breath skimmed across my skin, sending goosebumps shooting up my arm.

      “No problem.”

      And it really wasn’t. She could stay under me all night long. Hell, if it weren’t for my dad and our precious family reputation, I’d fuck her right here in front of all my neighbors.

      I might anyway. The longer she wriggled on the grass, the harder I got. It was damn near impossible not to press in on her.

      And then she had to go and lift her flushed face and smile up at me. “Almost done.”

      Let me just say, that right there—the way her face lit up—I’d kill a man to see that shit.

      I couldn’t help but feel disappointed when she finally freed herself. I wanted to keep her chained to me. Do things to her that no girl who smiled like that should have done to them. She slid back and sat up, making my fingers dig into the ground, so I didn’t grab her neck.

      Until now, I’d never gotten why Mase had it so bad for Harper. Yeah, she was good-looking when she wasn’t hiding, but she was so small.

      This girl wasn’t as small as Harper, but she was smaller than Riley. I could hold her down with one hand and fuck her with the other.

      “Sorry,” she gave me another one of those smiles. “Someone left the bloody gate open, and Andi got out.”

      Was that her boyfriend? I’d fucking kill him.

      “This might sound a little odd, but have you seen an ostrich?”

      I didn’t hear what she said because I was too busy clenching my jaw at the small triangle-shaped birthmark on her neck. I’d seen one like it before, on a little girl at the beach.

      Wait…

      My head tipped as my eyes rolled over the girl sitting in front of me. The platinum hair, the dark eyes, and the accent. Son of a bitch! The sound of her voice slapped me in the face like a punch in the gut.

      “So, have you?”

      “Have I what?” I growled back at the little witch who’d haunted the back of my head for ten years.

      ‘My husband will be better.’

      My old man said that to me all the time, but it was her words that drove me to do just that. Be better—at school, in the Order, and at being a son. I even became better at handling Mase. No one could calm him down like I could.

      Her pink lips parted, making me want to slap the shit out of her with every word she spoke. “Have you seen her?”

      “Have I seen who?” Maybe if I could silence the source, then the voice that echoed in the back of my mind every time a girl ran from my dick would stop?

      ‘No one will want you.’

      “Andi,” she tilted her head and peeked up at me through thick lashes. “My ostrich?”

      That look made my rage burn hotter. The witch that haunted my thoughts was right here. Invading my life with chaos and a fucking ostrich. The worst part was the aching need rolling through my balls.

      “Nope.” I jumped up to my feet and glared my disdain down at her.

      She stayed where she belonged, on the fucking ground, eyeing me skeptically. “Are you sure?”

      “Nope, didn’t see no ostrich.” I crossed my arms and arched a brow, challenging her to say something or call me on it. Give me a reason to hurt her. “Maybe you should take better care of your animals.”

      That, she didn’t like. Her pretty face twisted in a scowl.

      “My animals are well looked after.”

      “Uh-huh?” I leaned forward a little and softly growled, “I’d hurry if I were you. I hear ostrich meat is pretty good.”

      I had a gun upstairs. I could find that fucker and grill up some burgers before the night was done.

      “You don’t have to be a cunt.”

      Little witch had no idea how much of a cunt I could be. She’d find out, though. There was one good thing about the ghost of my memory becoming real.

      I couldn’t hurt a ghost.

      “Happy hunting,” I sang and walked inside the house. Payback was a bitch.

      “You don’t scare me,” she called back before I slammed the door.

      Her comment made me smirk. Mason Kessler wasn’t the only asshole in this town. I was just better at controlling my wrath. There’d never been anyone I wanted to unleash it on. Until now.

      Burn, little witch, burn.
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      Star

      There was one thing all teenagers wanted—popularity. It made no difference what they said or how they acted. Everyone wanted to be adored. Worshipped by their peers as if they were royalty.

      I had that. Back home, I was the shite. When a new fashion trend went around school, it was because I started it. I was the queen, and they were my subjects. My world was perfect.

      Until it wasn’t.

      An encounter in my school’s bathroom changed everything.

      When the dust settled, I woke up in a new world—no longer blinded by my stupid teenage aspirations. People didn’t adore me. They were afraid of me. None of my friends were there for me, because I didn’t have any friends. Just people who pretended to be my friends.

      That’s all popularity was.

      A beautiful mirage in the desolate desert of adolescence, and everyone wanted a sip of that water. Feeling that cool rush of power flowing through your veins was addictive and poisonous. I became blind to everything else. It didn’t matter who I hurt—status was the only important thing.

      Now, I spent my nights chasing Andi, our ostrich, through the streets.

      My yawn was cut off by a foot being crammed in my mouth. I groaned as my brother Ash’s toes wriggled along my tongue.

      What the hell did he walk in?

      I swept Ash’s foot off my face, smacked at the bitter taste in my mouth, and blinked my eyes open. My baby brother wasn’t the only one curled up next to me. The twins were down by the foot of the bed. Cedar was sleeping across my legs while Elm hugged my hip—three little heads full of thick dark curls.

      The fourth head was snoring loudly in my ear. Will had the same pale shade of blonde that I did, along with the curls of our other brothers. Cy was the only one not in the bed. I could hear him, though.

      Carefully slipping out of my brothers’ grasps, I sat up and peeked over the footboard. Cy was lying on the floor with his mouth open, his head thrown back over one of my teddy bears. Wisps of platinum hair framed his sleeping face, highlighting the rosy spark in his cheeks.

      While he looked like a sweet little cherub, I knew better. The arsehole genes were strong in the eldest of my little brothers. Cy was only ten and already had a rapport with bobbies back home.

      “Star?” Ash yawned and stretched his legs, wiggling his little toes. “Is it morning?”

      “Yes, it’s morning.” I smiled as his bright, sparkling eyes blinking open. “Why are you in here? I thought you liked your room?”

      Ash was the first to tear through the house, searching for the bedroom with the puppy wallpaper Mum told him about. I assumed he found it because we didn’t see much of him for the rest of the night.

      “You were screaming,” Will grumbled and ducked his head under my pillow.

      I was?

      Cedar rolled over and kicked his leg out, hitting Elm in the shin. “El said we had to protect you from the Sandman.”

      “I did not.” Elm reached out and slapped him in response. “You were worried about the Boogeyman, not me.”

      Ash’s eyes flew open. “Was the Boogeyman after you?”

      “Ash,” I pulled my baby brother on my lap and swept back the curls on his forehead. “There’s no Boogeyman.”

      I tried telling him that this summer, and he believed me. Until Cy made him watch ‘Hellraiser.’ Now, not only did Ash fully believe in monsters, but he thought a Rubix Cube was the key to hell.

      He grabbed onto my shoulders, digging his little fingers in with urgency. “Was it the guy with the pins in his head?”

      I shot sleeping Cy a dirty look and shook my head. “No.”

      It was someone worse. A ghost I wish I could leave in the past.

      “Who was it?”

      Me.

      I sighed and changed the subject. “Do you know what day it is?”

      Like the innocent child he was, Ash immediately brightened up and forgot all about ‘evil pin man,’ as he called him.

      “Moving day?”

      We got here too late last night to move anything, so we fed the animals and went to sleep. Well, everyone else did. I fought sleep and the memories that haunted my subconscious as long as I could.

      “That’s right.” I gave my brother an exaggerated eye roll and groaned. “It’s too bad everyone is still sleeping.”

      That’s all I had to say. Before the last word left my mouth, Ash was bouncing around the bed, elbowing and kicking the twins to wake them up. Will, he was a little more gentle with, gently shaking his shoulders while yelling in his ear.

      By the time he was done, I was snickering at six angry eyes. All of them were the same light golden hue as our Mum.

      Cy and I were the only ones that got our father’s dark color. They suited Cy. Little bastard was constantly picking on our brothers. On occasion, he’d get on my nerves. I was older though, and had no problem smacking him.

      Which I was tempted to do right now. Especially after Ash’s pin man comment. It turned out, I didn’t need to, because Ash climbed over the foot of my bed and dove down onto Cy’s chest.

      Cy shot up, coughing, “You little shite.”

      “Morning,” Ash sang, kissed him on the cheek, and ran out of the room.

      He might only be three, but he was smart enough to know not to stick around.

      Cy immediately jumped up and took off after him. “Get back here, you little bugger!”

      My other brothers weren’t far behind. After all, there was action to see. The only one that didn’t scream and run down the hall to join in the chaos was Will. He waited until everyone else was gone and turned his worried eyes my way.

      “Are you okay?”

      I gave him a little smile. Will had been worried about me since that day. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

      I wasn’t. Probably never would be, but Will was only eight. He didn’t need to worry about me.

      He nodded and left me alone to sigh and glance around my room.

      This move was supposed to be a fresh start, according to my parents. Rebirth in a new country and a town where no one knew what happened. Why Ashen Springs? This was the last place we vacationed before the twins and Ash were born.

      Mum always talked about coming back to the quaint little seaside town. Guess she got her wish, but it didn’t matter where we went.

      Ghosts never died.

      “Star, breakfast is ready.”

      “Okay Mum,” I called back. “I’ll be down in a minute.”

      Knowing how excited Ash was to get this day started, I quickly washed up, brushed my teeth, and got dressed.

      If I didn’t hurry, he’d come back up here, and considering his morning probably wasn’t off to a good start—and depending on if Cy caught him or not—I didn’t want to disappoint him further.

      He was the only one that was too young to remember what happened. As far as Ash was concerned, I was sick and in the hospital for a bit, and that’s how I wanted to keep it. The trick was keeping Cy’s mouth shut.

      While Mum and Dad fed the animals, I took care of the boys. Quiet and our house didn’t go together. My parents ran an exotic bird sanctuary back home, and a few of the former residents were still with us. Besides Andi, the ostrich that had lost her eye in a fight, we had Eilane, an antisocial penguin.

      We had Craig, a cockatiel that only spoke in Spanish. We never did figure out what he was saying because we didn’t speak the language.

      Harry was a hedgehog that Will found in a ditch barely alive, and Roger, our peacock, couldn’t control his hormones. Not necessarily a bad thing if he didn’t have a fondness for human men.

      Any of these animals might seem strange to other people, but they didn’t grow up in the house I did. My parents never grew out of their hippie phase. They simply perfected it.

      My legal name was Star Moonbeam Chadwick. All my brothers were named after trees: Cypress, Willow, Cedar, Elm, and Ash, and every ounce of cleaning products, skin cream, shampoo, or make-up, was homemade.

      I couldn’t complain about it. My parents’ natural, free-love lifestyle made them quite a bit of money. And it all happened by chance. Mum was only sixteen when she had me. Dad was seventeen.

      They were out for dinner one night when Mum took me in the bathroom to change me. There was another woman in there, and her baby had a bad rash. So Mum gave her some of the cream she’d made.

      A few days later, the same woman, who happened to be royalty, showed up on our doorstep. The Chadwick line was born after that. Dad had a running joke where he referred to me as their million-dollar baby. I chalked it up to the one thing that seemed to be constant in our lives. Chaos.

      “Oh, bloody hell, Star!” Mum called from the inside of the moving truck.

      Why we had a moving truck that we had to unload ourselves was beyond me. Dad said it built character. I said it built tension in muscles and strained my back.

      “Yes, Mum?”

      I ran up to the truck, peeked inside, and almost burst out laughing. The only part of Ash’s face not covered in a thick layer of white cream was his light eyes.

      “Look, Star.” He clapped his hands together, splatting the cream on his palms. “I found cream.”

      “I see that,” I chuckled and briefly wondered if I should tell him said cream was meant to go on babies’ arses?

      Mum huffed out a sigh and glanced over at me. “Can you clean him up?”

      I nodded, reached out for Ash, and stopped when a shiver ran down my back. Suddenly, I had the overwhelming feeling of being watched. I tried to ignore it as I lifted Ash into my arms but glanced over my shoulder anyway.

      Standing down the street, leaning against a deep crimson Hummer, was the cunt from last night. His piercing crystal eyes followed my movements as I marched across the front yard.

      Ash peeked his head over my shoulder. “Who’s that?”

      An arsehole who threatened to eat Andi.

      “Our neighbor.”

      “Is he nice?”

      No.

      I smiled down at the innocent spark on my brother’s cheek. “I don’t know? Maybe?”

      Deciding to focus on the sweet boy in my arms rather than the cunt staring at me, I headed into the house.

      Much to Ash’s dismay, I ran him a bath. A cloth wouldn’t do anything but spread the thick cream around. He, naturally, didn’t want to get in. A few boats, and a lot of bubbles, convinced him otherwise.

      Instead of joining the twins’ wrestling match that I could hear them having in the backyard, Will came in and kept us company. He preferred things calm. Based on the yelling wafting in through the window, calm was not what he’d find out there.

      “Who left the gate open?” Dad yelled. “Where’s Roger?”

      I sighed. Apparently, calm wasn’t what he’d find in here, either.

      “Go,” Will took the cloth out of my hand and nodded at the door. “I’ll watch him.”

      Any other eight-year-old I wouldn’t trust, but Will was very mature for his age. Mum claimed that he had an old soul. I couldn’t really argue with her. Last week, I’d caught him reading Hemmingway. The worst part was, he understood it better than I did.

      Though Roger was kind of my bird—we’d come to an understanding after an argument over the last scone—I hesitated when Ash smashed a handful of bubbles in Will’s face.

      “Are you sure?”

      Ash laughed while Will sighed and swept off the bubbles.

      “Yes.” He gave Ash a dirty look. “We’ll be fine. Go,” which I did before Ash did something else, and I felt too bad leaving Will alone with him.

      Roger didn’t listen to anyone but me, so if he had gotten out, then whoever tried to bring him back would be in for a fight. Moving was always rough. Mum and Dad didn’t need to worry about anything other than getting our new home set up. A thought that made me stop and knit my brows.

      The old me would never have cared about how hard things were. The only things she was concerned with were the latest designer labels, and what her friends were doing.

      Sorry, her so-called friends. None of them came to see me in the hospital. The only people to visit, besides my family, were the parents of the girl who put me there.

      That’s when I decided that the Star everyone knew never came out of that bathroom.

      I blew out a breath when I rounded the corner and walked into the backyard. Roger’s pen was unlatched and wide open. He was always breaking out of that thing.

      I told Mum to get him a better pen. But did she listen?  No. And now I was on a bird hunt again. At least Roger didn’t run as fast as Andi.

      In fact, it didn’t take me long at all to find him. I stopped and eyed Roger. His tail feathers were spread as he danced in front of a cute lad with green eyes. That wasn’t what made me curse under my breath. It was the lad standing next to him with his arms folded across his chest.

      Why couldn’t Roger run down the street like Andi? Why did he have to go over there? I sighed and shook my head. Whatever that arsehole said or did, it wouldn’t be close to what I deserved. Mum always said that karma got its payment. Maybe he was mine? Still…

      I watched the lad’s jaw twitch as Roger continued his dance. He didn’t just act like an arse. He looked like one, too—thick black hair, with a piercing gaze, and a tanned complexion. My eyes landed on some black ink peeking out of the sleeve of his navy t-shirt. It looked like the tip of a wing.

      I didn’t notice the third lad, holding on to a pram, until the one with green eyes leaned towards him and said, “How do you turn down a peacock?”

      “Fucked if I know.”

      The third lad was taller than the other two, with blond hair and light eyes that were more grey than blue.

      After what happened last night, I was kind of iffy about going over there anyway. Then again, what were the chances that my neighbor was actually an arsehole?

      I mean, I did knock him over. Who wouldn’t be grumpy if some strange girl crashed into them? And he did have a bird tattooed on him. So, he couldn’t hate them, right?

      Just go and get it over with.

      “Bloody hell, Roger,” I yelled, not because I was mad at Roger, but because it made me feel more confident. “Sorry about that,” I snatched his leash off the ground and tried tugging him away. “He used to have room to run.”

      I was really missing our country estate right now.

      Green eyes stepped forward with his hand held out. “Hey, I’m Mason.”

      Maybe they were nicer than I thought?

      “Star,” I said, accepting his hand.

      “Star isn’t a name,” my arsehole neighbor growled, “It’s a thing.”

      Even more confusing than my neighbor’s apparent hatred was the embarrassment burning in my cheeks. Despite having an odd name, I liked it. How many other Stars were people going to meet?

      “This grumpy fucker here,” Mason smiled at the arsehole and threw his arm around his shoulders, “is Silas.”

      So his name was Silas. Would’ve been nice if he told me that. Say, last night when we were on the ground, tangled around each other.

      Be nice, Star. Remember, he could’ve had a bad day.

      I sighed internally and held out my hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Silas glanced down at my open palm and then promptly marched into the house and slammed the door.

      I shook my head and muttered, “Well, he’s a bit of a cunt, isn’t he?”

      “Actually,” the lad pushing the pram cocked a brow at the closed door, “he’s not usually that bad.”

      I beg to differ.

      “Don’t lie to the girl, Parker. Silas has always had a stick shoved up his ass.” A smile I wasn’t sure I liked spread across Mason’s face. “So, Star, what school are you going to this year?”
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      Grumbling under my breath, I opened the oven and pulled out the cookie sheet. Stupid arsehole neighbor. I tried to be nice, and the cunt wouldn’t even shake my hand. What the hell was his problem? I stared down at the freshly baked cookies.

      What the hell was my problem?

      Half the night, I laid awake in my bed, thinking of friendly things I could do. Why? Who cared if some guy named Silas didn’t like me? Did it really matter?

      Hate wasn’t new to me. Back home, I was public enemy number one. When anxiety stopped me from being able to go to school, people showed up at the house.

      I wasn’t the only one affected by the fallout from my actions. My brothers were picked on at school. The twins were taunted endlessly, and Cy and Will were cornered more than once.

      Cy being the one to fight back, ended up getting it worse. He was always a little moody, but now I was the one that got his angry glare.

      I couldn’t blame him. We had to uproot and move from our home to come here—a strange town in a foreign country. And it was all my fault. If I had been nicer…

      ‘No one wants you here.’

      ‘Pathetic.’

      ‘Useless.’

      ‘Kill yourself.’

      My palm flattened on my chest, fingering the scar through my sleep shirt. My family wanted to escape, and perhaps they could. It was my sin, not theirs. It’d been almost nine months, and I could still feel heat cutting through my flesh.

      All the candles and incense in the world couldn’t take away the charred scent of smoke in the air. The soft tick, tick, tick of thick crimson drops falling on the cool tiled floor constantly rang through the back of my head. That wasn’t something I could outrun.

      The only reason I didn’t curl up and let my ghosts win was that I made a promise to two people who should’ve never wanted to talk to me in the first place. I’d be a better person.

      The kind that made peanut butter, chocolate chip cookies for the tosser next door. Because everyone had bad days. Though in Silas’s case, I’d say it was more like a bad week.

      “Look what I found.” Mum walked in and dropped a box on the island. “One of your brothers put them in the trash.”

      I focused on carefully scooping up my cookies off the pan and into a tin I had ready. “I threw it out.”

      “Honey… these are all your trophies.” I could feel Mum’s eyes boring into the back of my skull.

      “I know.”

      “Star…”

      I spun around and cut her off. “I don’t want them.”

      “Alright.” Mum’s lips parted with a long sigh.

      The first couple of missed dance classes, Mum and Dad, didn’t question. When I dropped out of all my competitions, they started to get worried. But that was old Star. She was the one who cared about trophies and dancing. New Star would find something else. I dropped the last cookie in the tin and smiled. Maybe baking?

      “Are those my peanut butter biscuits?”

      Mum made the best cookies. This recipe was my favorite.

      I nodded. “They’re for the lad next door.”

      The instant the words left my mouth, I regretted it. Mum’s eyes lit up as a smile curled her lips.

      “The lad next door? Is he cute?”

      Yes.

      “Can’t I do something nice for our new neighbor?”

      “You can do plenty of nice things for our neighbor.”

      “Mum!” I gasped. “I barely know the him.”

      “Do you know his name?”

      “Yes. It’s Silas.”

      “What more do you need to know?”

      The sad fact was Mum was completely sincere when she said that. I had a theory about promiscuous teenagers. While all my friends grew up with conservative parents that didn’t want to believe their children were doing dirty things in the dark, mine pushed me to do them, and I was pretty sure I was the last virgin in my class.

      “Your father and I are worried about you, Star. You’re seventeen and haven’t had any boyfriends.” I groaned as her finger waved through the air. “It’s normal for a girl your age to have a little fun.”

      I sighed and dropped my face in my palm. “I’m not having this conversation with you.”

      “Alright,” Mum grumbled, clearly irritated that I refused to talk about my non-existent sex life with her. “At least take this and have some fun with the lad.”

      I eyed the bag of marijuana she dropped on the counter.

      Good lord.

      “I’m not supplying the neighbor with drugs.”

      “It’s a plant, Star,” Mum rolled her eyes, “Hardly what I would consider drugs.”

      That was the problem. Other than the really hard stuff like cocaine and heroin, my parents didn’t consider much ‘drugs.’ They would drop a tab of acid on occasion when they didn’t have the boys, of course. They were responsible in that aspect.

      “Mum,” I rested my elbows on the counter and leaned in a little closer to her. “Most parents don’t contribute to the delinquencies of their children.”

      As if my day couldn’t get worse, Dad chose that moment to walk into the kitchen.

      “Who’s delinquent?”

      “Star baked biscuits for the lad next door.” Mum sat back and smiled, which prompted Dad to give me the same cheeky look.

      “Just remember what I said about foreplay.”

      That was one very detailed and entirely disturbing conversation that was permanently burned in the back of my skull. And one I didn’t care to add to.

      Before either of my parents could elaborate, I said, “I have to go,” and ran upstairs to get dressed.

      It was so bloody hot here.

      I managed to throw my hair up in a messy bun, put on a pair of shorts, and a pink tank-top without being interrupted by my parents, who had been known to follow me.

      After I grabbed the tin of cookies, I rushed out the door and counted my blessings. Until Dad stopped me on my way out and passed me a handful of condoms.

      I couldn’t give them back to him or drop them because then Dad would follow me and give them to the tosser I was meeting. He’d done it before.

      So, not only was I about to face off with someone who despised me, but I had a pocket of prophylactics. Because while love was free, so were diseases.

      My heart picked up as I looked from my car to the edge of our property. This wasn’t a suburban neighborhood where our neighbors were right next door. It was a ten-minute walk to the next driveway.

      That was also ten minutes I could take to hate my life before I knocked on the cunt’s door. Exactly why I chose the slower route. I may have even dragged my feet, doubling the time it took to get there.

      It also gave me time to admire Silas’s house. Ours was nice, but his was extraordinary—white walls with black shutters and two marble pillars framing the front door.

      What I did notice was how perfect everything looked—neatly cut grass, lined up rows of flowers, along with trimmed hedges and trees. Neat, clean, and cold. I didn’t see any personal touches. There were none of the imperfections that made a house a home.

      We’d been in ours for less than three days, and the twins had already started building a fort in the backyard. Ash christened the walls with a black marker, and Will put up the family flag the boys made last year in the front yard.

      Heck, even Mum and Dad had their tacky wicker swing hung up on the deck. A family lived in my house. I don’t know who lived here.

      I stepped up to the door and gave myself a pep talk.

      Okay, Star, you can do this. Remember to be polite and smile.

      With one more big breath, I straightened my shoulders and pushed the doorbell. A melodic chime rang through the air, causing my heart to flutter.

      It felt like I stood there forever before the door was opened and not by the arsehole I expected. The boy standing on the other side could be a mini version of Silas.

      He had the same black hair and crystal eyes. Even his chin had the same sharp angles, though his mouth didn’t wear Silas’s tight grimace. It was spread in a big smile.

      Well, he’s not scary. I can handle this.

      “Hi,” I sang and held out my hand. “I’m Star, your new neighbor.”

      His eyes lit up as his smile grew. “Hi, I’m….”

      “Finn, who are you talking to?”

      Crap. I knew that voice.

      A second later, a familiar grumpy scowl appeared behind the boy.

      “This is Star,” Finn looked up at him. “She’s our….”

      “I know who she is.” Silas pushed him away from the door and cut him off. “Go pack your shit.”

      Finn’s shoulders dropped. “Do I have to?”

      “Yes.”

      I really wanted to roll my eyes at Silas’s snappy tone. Instead, I silently cursed his name.

      “Bye, Star,” Finn smiled at me and waved, “It was nice to meet you.”

      I waved back. “Bye, Finn.”

      At least someone here had manners.

      Once he was gone, Silas crossed his arms and leaned against the door. “What do you want?”

      I was suddenly struck by how much bigger he was than me. I couldn’t see past his shoulder into the house, and I had to lift my chin to meet his gaze.

      Not something I was keen on doing, but it was better than watching his chest press against the fabric of his shirt. The ridges underneath were making me think things I shouldn’t be.

      Like how solid he felt when I crashed into him. The heaviness of his body on mine and how he first looked at me with heat in his eyes. Then he opened his mouth.

      I cleared my throat and straightened up a bit–which did not make me feel any bigger. “I think we got off on the wrong foot.”

      He didn’t
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