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        “When a deep injury is done us, we never recover we forgive.” - Alan Paton

      

      

      

      
        
        “I’ve loved her my whole life, and I’ll love her for the rest of it. To be with her forever is the only way I’ll ever find happiness.” - Brayden

      

      

      

      
        
        “They say to love is to forgive, but how do you forgive the one you love? How do you move past the pain and into happiness? It’s a struggle, but I’m ready to fight.” - Kira
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        EIGHT YEARS AGO

      

      

      I glare at the little imp outside my window, half-tempted to not open it and leave her out there.

      As if I ever would.

      I’m so pissed at her for climbing that tree again and putting herself in danger, yet looking at her is the first spot of happiness I’ve had all day.

      Storming up to my window, I slide it open, lean out, and practically fling her skinny little butt against me.

      Kira squeals and wraps her arms tight around my neck.

      My heart is about to explode and it won’t slow down until I have her inside and safe.

      Once I do, though, my heart is beating harder than ever. And when I put her on her feet and she doesn’t let go, moving closer and hugging me tighter instead, I swear I’m going to have a heart attack.

      Damn, she always smells so good.

      Swallowing nervously, I push her back and glare down at her. “You’re the most annoying ten-year-old in the world.”

      She slaps me in the chest hard. “And you’re the most antisocial, thirteen-year-old jerk alive! Why have you been ignoring us all day?”

      Shrugging, I turn away from her and walk to my bed.

      She follows me, of course.

      She’s always following me.

      It should annoy me.

      Despite what I said, I wouldn’t want it any other way.

      How weird is that?

      Whatever. She’s my best friend. Of course I want her around, even when I’m too embarrassed to show my face.

      The lights are off in my room though, and I have no plans of turning them on.

      She doesn’t need to see.

      No one needs to see.

      My face is still red from earlier. I was freaking crying and I’d rather die than let anyone know that.

      “Brayden.” Kira climbs on the bed next to me. “What’s going on?”

      “Your mom is going to flip if she wakes up and realizes you aren’t in your room.”

      “You were ignoring us all day. And I know what it means when you do that.”

      Of course she does. She knows me. All of me. There’s nowhere in the world I could ever hide from this girl, including inside my own self.

      “It’s nothing, Kitty. I just wanted to be alone.”

      “You never want to be away from me, so stop lying.”

      I glare at her cocky, adorable ass, wondering why I put up with her.

      Her hazel-green eyes turn soft. Man, I hate when she looks at me like that. It makes me feel like both a king and a peasant at her feet. Like I can take on the whole world, but at the same time like I’m weak and powerless in front of her.

      I don’t get it. I know I love her. I’ve loved my best friends since I met them. Both her and her brother. And I have no problem admitting that.

      But why does what I feel for her feel so different than what I feel for Ryan?

      “They were fighting again, weren’t they?” she asks me softly.

      The question makes me itchy. Literally itchy. My skin crawls at the reminder and it’s a struggle to remain seated.

      She’s ten. I don’t want her knowing about bad things like this.

      But of course she knows. Ryan knows. Sometimes it feels like the whole world knows. There’s no way the neighbors don’t hear the epic blowouts.

      My mom accused my father of cheating today.

      He denies it up and down.

      She told him that if she ever catches him, that’ll be the day she leaves him.

      There was something weird about the way she said it. As if it were something that had happened before.

      But of course it hasn’t. My mom would have left him if it had.

      Right?

      My throat closes up at the thought. I know my mom would be better off without him. That I would be, too.

      But I must still be a stupid little boy, because thinking of them separating hurts.

      Please. Please. Don’t let my dad cheat on her . . .

      Kira places her small hand on my cheek and I jump. She’s caressing me, that soft, loving expression aimed at me, and I want to melt into her.

      How does she do that? How does she make everything okay in my world just by touching me?

      The understanding in her eyes is too mature for a little girl like her.

      “Did he hit you?”

      Her question surprises me. “Why would you think that?”

      “Because I’m always waiting for it to happen.”

      So am I, actually. All the time. I walk around here waiting for the day that he aims that rage at me.

      But that’s another line he knows he can’t cross. My mother made it clear. Touch me and she will end him.

      Damn. My life is so fucked up. How many kids’ mothers have to warn their fathers not to hurt them?

      “He didn’t,” I assure Kira, grabbing her hand and holding it in mine. We twine fingers and just look at each other in the dark.

      “Brayden, I’m going to ask you something but don’t get mad.”

      I sigh. “You know you tell me that every time right before you ask me something that ends up making me really, really mad, right?”

      She giggles then goes back to being serious. Placing her other hand on my cheek, she stares sadly into my eyes. “You were crying, weren’t you?”

      Knew it.

      I let her hand go and turn around so my back is facing her and I’m sitting with my legs dangling over the edge of the bed.

      I hate being seen as a weakling. My father already treats me like I’m pathetic.

      Kira comes up behind me and shoves her legs underneath my arms. She curls them around me, crossed over my lap, and her arms come around me too.

      I feel her press her cheek against my back as she hugs me from behind.

      I’m angry at her for bringing up the fact I was crying, but I can’t push her away. She’s the only thing in this entire world that can comfort me.

      “I’m sorry,” she mumbles. “I just had to know.”

      “Yeah,” I whisper.

      “What?”

      “Yeah . . . I was.” I can’t even add in the last part, crying. The word gets stuck in my throat and I can’t get over how bitter it tastes.

      Kira curls around me tighter, like a baby boa constrictor.

      She’s so tiny. I wonder sometimes if she’ll always be. I’m only thirteen and I’m already almost a foot taller than her.

      “I hate that he makes you cry. I wish I could hit him with a lamp right in his nose.”

      I burst out in a quiet laugh. “Me, too. Trust me.” I reach up and hold one of her arms in my hand.

      “There has to be something we can do, Brayden.”

      We. She always talks like that. Makes me feel like a part of her family. Her brother is the same way. They act as if they have never imagined a life where I won’t be a part of it.

      I freaking love them for that.

      “There’s nothing we can do, Kira. I just gotta grow up and move out.”

      She tenses all around me and somehow squeezes me tighter. “Without us?”

      “No, silly. We’re all going to be together. Always.” I realize some people would think it’s dumb that I’m promising her that without knowing the future for sure.

      Screw that. Somehow I’m keeping that promise. Kira, my mom, and Ryan are all I truly have.

      “I wish your parents would break up now so you and your mom could be happy.”

      Her comment hurts me. I don’t reply. I’m ashamed of the fact that them possibly breaking up brings tears to my eyes again.

      Damn. My father might be right. I am weak.

      Kira lets me go.

      I hate it so much that I fling around without thinking, searching her out so I can bring her back to me.

      She urges me to relax back against the headboard. Then she lays her upper body on my lap, facing away from me.

      Instantly, I start caressing her hair. I love her hair. Don’t know why, it’s just hair, but I do.

      “Brayden, you need to start calling us when these things happen.”

      I say nothing. What can I say? I know I should. That they’re my best friends and are there for me no matter what.

      I don’t know why I isolate myself when things like this happen. Maybe it’s just that I hate anyone seeing me emotional.

      Kira pinches my leg.

      “Ow! What the heck?” I tug lightly on her hair. “Why’d you do that for?”

      She doesn’t turn around. Just snuggles back into her comfortable position on my lap. “You’re not promising. Promise it, Brayden.”

      Lying to her kills me. Unless we’re playing a prank on her, I can’t deal with lying to her. I hate it for some reason I can’t explain. “I’ll try my best,” I promise honestly, smoothing my hand down her hair.

      It’s good enough for her. I can tell by her content silence. Kira believes in me. Thinks I can do anything.

      I hug her from behind. I should leave it alone. She’s happy with my response. The conversation should end here.

      “Kira?”

      “Hm?” She mumbles sleepily.

      It’s eleven-thirty at night. We both have school tomorrow. Of course she’s tired.

      “I need you to promise me something, too.”

      She turns a little bit on my lap and stares up at me with those sleepy, big eyes. “Anything.”

      Kira has a direct connection to my heart. Everything she does speeds it up. It’s so weird that it disturbs me sometimes.

      I ignore it and focus on finding the right words to explain what I need from her. In the end, all I settle for is, “Please don’t push me away.”

      She blinks up at me, confused. “Brayden, you’re never getting rid of me. BFFs for life, remember?”

      I shake my head, frustrated with the tight knot in my throat. Why is asking her for this so hard? “You don’t get it. One day, I might be a huge jerk to you.”

      That makes her sit up and face me fully. “You’re always a jerk to me.”

      I’m still shaking my head. “No. I mean, worse of a jerk.”

      Her little brow furrows. “Worse?”

      She’s not getting it and this is harder than I imagined. I’m asking her . . . Damn, I’m asking her not to abandon me.

      Even though one day I have a feeling I’m going to give her a good reason to do so.

      Kira places her hand on my cheek and I instantly fall still. “Brayden, you annoy me all the time. But I’m your friend. I’ll always be your friend. Forever. I mean it.”

      “What if I hurt you one day like my dad is always hurting the people around him?” The words leave me fast, real fast, but at least I finally got them out.

      She seems offended on my behalf. “You’re not like him, silly.”

      “I am,” I admit in a low voice. I’ve felt that violence stirring inside me. It’s there, waiting, like a dark shadow on the edges of my vision.

      She slaps me on the shoulder and I hiss. “Don’t you ever say that again. It’s not true. You’re my bestest friend in the world and you wouldn’t be that if you weren’t awesome.”

      I throw her against me and crush her in a hug. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. I can’t force the words out to let her know what that comment means to me, even though I’m screaming the words in my head.

      “Can’t breathe, dummy,” she says against my neck.

      She doesn’t sound like she’s suffocating, so I don’t let her go.

      I can’t.

      “Don’t ever push me away, Kira. I mean it. I won’t let you.”

      “You’re never going to give me a reason to push you away.”

      But I am. No matter what I do, one day I’m going to mess this friendship up just like my dad ruins everything around him.

      I’m wired to do it.

      And no matter how hard I try, I won’t be able to avoid it.
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        PRESENT

      

      

      Minutes.

      Hours.

      I don’t even know anymore.

      Time passes by at an interminable pace. Looking outside the window, I know we’re speeding, Jenna pressing down on the gas like her life depends on it.

      Not her life. Mine. Everything that I am has been taken from me, thrown in cuffs and put in a cell. Like an animal.

      He fought Austin like one. I can’t deny how bad it was.

      It’s all my fault.

      I have no idea what I’m going to do with Brayden. No idea what to do with all this love inside me, a love I’ve finally admitted to myself still exists.

      Of course it exists. The love is the reason why the hate still pounds strong. Without it, the hate could have never existed. I’m consumed by both, and they’re trapped inside my anxious, racing heart.

      I want to urge Jenna to go faster, but I can’t. Brayden’s phone remains clutched in my cold, sweaty hand. I refuse to let it go. There’s no way I can.

      It occurs to me that I feel the same way about the owner.

      “Almost there,” Jenna says, as if she can sense that I’m falling apart one insane piece at a time.

      I don’t say anything. My vocal chords feel frozen. Closing my eyes, I pray for the strength to keep myself together. The guilt is choking me. I don’t know how I’m ever going to live with it, but I do know I’ll have to live with it for a long, long time.

      The car turns and then jerks to a stop.

      I’m out the door instantly, eyes glued to the entrance of the precinct. It’s the only one in town so I know for a fact this is where they brought Austin and Brayden.

      Inside, it’s pretty empty. Calm.

      The crime rate here isn’t very high so I’m not surprised.

      Trembling, I walk up to the main desk and address the female officer sitting behind it. “Excuse me.” She takes her sweet time looking away from her computer and meeting my eyes. “Two guys were just brought in—”

      “They’re in holding cells and we’ve just started processing their paperwork. You’ll have to wait.”

      Wait? While I’m barely keeping it together?

      Absolute torture, but the woman looks away from me and back at her computer, making it obvious that I have no choice.

      Like an idiot, I don’t move, frozen here before the podium. The phone’s still where it’s been the entire time—against my heart as if doing so will erase the fact that Brayden’s not with me.

      “Come on. We should sit.” A hand lands on my arm.

      I jump, startled. It’s Ashley, and she’s staring me at me compassionately.

      “Come on, hun.” She gently leads me toward the row of chairs against the wall.

      I let her, in a daze. We sit right as Jenna and Marilyn run inside. It may be fucked up of me, but I don’t pay them any attention.

      I can’t.

      It’s amazing how an event like this can slap some sense into a person. For weeks now I’ve been fighting not to admit to myself that I’m falling apart for that man once again.

      Now all I want is to be with him. Even if it’s just to stand outside the cell, at least I’ll be near.

      Minutes pass, each one dragging by. I lose a little piece of my mind with every second.

      “It’s going to be okay, girl,” Jenna says.

      I nod without looking at her, although I don’t really believe her.

      “I doubt the charge will be anything crazy.”

      But that’s the problem. There’s going to be a charge regardless. Brayden’s life will never be the same after this and it’s all my fault.

      Austin’s life won’t either.

      How could I do this to the both of them? I should’ve been firmer with Austin. Made it clearer to him that we would never happen.

      A voice inside reminds me that nothing I said was going to get through to him. He suspects about Brayden but I couldn’t bring myself to confess that he was right.

      I never told him who I’m addicted to and because of that he thought he still had a chance with me.

      It’s obvious now what I have to do; as soon as I see Austin, I have to be clear with him once and for all.

      Have to break his heart once and for all.

      An hour passes. Then another. Halfway through the second hour I’m so close to tearing out my hair. “I can’t take this anymore. What’s going on?”

      “That’s it. I didn’t want to have to do this, but this is ridiculous.” Jenna gets to her feet and starts dialing on her cell.

      I know immediately what she’s about to do and I want to tackle hug her for it.

      Her dad’s a judge here in town. She’s going to use her connection with him to get me in to see Brayden.

      “Hey, Daddy? Yeah. Listen, don’t kill me, but I need a huge favor.” She walks away so we can’t hear the rest of the conversation.

      Oh my God, I have no idea how I’m going to ever repay her.

      She comes back about five minutes later and smiles at me. “My dad’s not happy having to step in about this. And he’s definitely not going to be willing to help Brayden out with his sentencing so I didn’t bother asking, but he said he should have you in there in a few minutes.”

      I jump to my feet and throw my arms around her. “Thank you. Thank you so much.” A single tear leaks out of my eye.

      She hugs me back even harder. “Anytime, girl. But after this, you and I are going to sit down and have a serious talk.”

      I don’t have to ask what she means by that. It’s pretty obvious that they’ve all realized my drastic change when it comes to Brayden.

      I’ll worry about that later. For right now, all I care about is getting in there.

      The captain of the precinct exits his office and walks to the lady at the front desk. They speak in hushed tones and their eyes cut in our direction.

      I’m pretty sure my eyes are pleading with them both.

      The captain walks away and the woman turns to us fully. “Which one of you is Ms. Roth?”

      I rush forward.

      “Fifteen minutes max.” She motions for another officer to come lead me to the cells.

      Throat tight, I nod and start walking toward the small swinging door that separates the back of the precinct from the waiting area.

      “No personal items,” the lady says before I can cross through.

      Jenna comes up to take my purse, phone, and Brayden’s phone.

      My heart thunders against my ribs as I follow the officer past the admin area and out into another hall. It’s bare, stark, and obviously this leads to where the holding cells are.

      We reach a heavy door with a key scanner. “Don’t get close to the cells. Absolutely no touching.” He swipes the key and I hear the door unlock. He pushes it open and steps aside so I can go through.

      There’s only four cells, two on each side, facing each other down a wide hallway. It only takes two steps for me to see them both.

      They’re sitting in their own separate cells, facing each other.

      Both of them are still bloodied. There’s still caked blood on their faces. They haven’t been given any sort of medical attention.

      They’re glaring at each other, and it’s obvious by the hatred in their eyes that those bars are the only thing stopping them from going back at it.

      Brayden’s name leaves me on a whisper.

      His head snaps in my direction and his swollen eyes widen as much as they possibly can.

      They both say my name at the same time.

      I’m only focused on one of them.

      Brayden shoots to his feet.

      I run to his cell, forgetting all about the instructions I was given to not get too close. My hands wrap around the bars.

      His hands wrap around my own, squeezing them.

      That’s all it takes for everything to come barreling out of me. I hear a sob break free, and my vision blurs as tears flood my eyes.

      “Kira. Baby. No.” Brayden looks wrecked by my tears. “It’s okay, Kira. It’s okay.”

      I shake my head, my voice breaking with each sob. “N-no. No it-it’s not. Th-this is all my fault.”

      “Stop.” He leans down enough to get eye level with me. “This is not your fault.”

      “He’s right, Kira,” Austin says behind me.

      The rage leaks into Brayden’s eyes once more and he snaps his head back to scowl at Austin. “She’s not fucking talking to you, so leave her alone.”

      “See? This is why I broke your face in. Because you don’t know when to step the fuck off.”

      “Says the man who doesn’t know how to take no for an answer. And newsflash, you pathetic fuck, you’re the one with the gash on your forehead.”

      “Stop!” I cry. “Both of you just stop already!”

      They fall silent.

      The door at the end of the hall opens. “No touching!”

      Brayden glares at the officer like he wants to kill him, too.

      Hastily, I step away from him before he ends up saying something to the officer that gets us into even more trouble.

      His eyes snap to me, and the anguish of a million lifetimes shimmers in his emerald eyes.

      My heart shatters and my self-control almost dies with it. But I have to stay away from him. No matter how much I just want to tear at those bars and wrap my arms around him, I can’t do anything that’s going to make his predicament worse.

      There’s also something else I need to accomplish. Something that’s been a long time coming.

      I don’t know what the future holds for Brayden and I, but it’s time I set Austin straight once and for all.

      The officer gives us one last silent warning and the door closes behind him again.

      “Kira, baby—”

      I shake my head at Brayden and step backwards away from him.

      His expression falls.

      I know what he’s thinking. There’s no time to explain anything to him. I’m on a time limit and I can’t leave here without making some things clear.

      As if Brayden calling me “baby” doesn’t go a long way toward clearing things up with Austin.

      When I turn to Austin, his light blue eyes are as devastated as Brayden’s are.

      He already knows. He knows what I’m about to tell him. His eyes plead with me, and I can almost hear his voice in my head.

      Don’t do this. I love you. I’ll never give up on you.

      But how? How did this man fall so deeply in love with me? I’m so stupid. I should’ve seen the signs. I was selfish and ignorant, and now I’m going to tear him apart because of it.

      As more tears leak out of my eyes, his name leaves me on a whimper, “Austin.”

      His hands tighten around the bars.

      Behind me, Brayden groans with anguish.

      I know he hates this. I’m hurting him too because I do care for Austin and it shows in the way I just said his name.

      I keep destroying them both and no matter what I do it’ll always be like this. All I can do is try to set one of them free and hope that one day he’ll forgive me for my immature foolishness.

      Crying, I open my mouth again—

      “It’s him. You’re picking him,” Austin says through gritted teeth.

      I start to nod, but I catch myself before doing so.

      “You love him?”

      Lips pressed together, I refuse to answer Austin’s question. Brayden is behind me. Even if I’ve admitted to myself that the emotion still exists within me, I’m not ready to divulge it to him.

      And why should I? Regardless of what I feel for Brayden, I can never have him. There’s too much behind us. Between us. Too many bad notes, too many mistakes.

      Not to mention the largest obstacle of all, and Austin is aware of that.

      “How are you supposed to be with him when he’s your fucking stepbrother, Kira?”

      Ding. Ding. Ding. I’m not. Brayden and me, we’re not meant to be. It can never happen, I know this.

      Brayden doesn’t. Or he doesn’t care.

      “What the fuck do you care? She’s making it clear she wants me and it’s none of your fucking business how we work things out.”

      Austin ignores him, his eyes on fire as he stares at me. “Exactly how are you planning on working this out? Or are you going to just continue hiding?”

      I flinch. Low blow, yeah, but I know he isn’t being malicious. It’s a valid point.

      He narrows his eyes in Brayden’s direction. “What are you going to do? Hide her all the time?” Brayden starts talking but Austin focuses on me again and cuts him off. “I can give you so much more than he can, Kira, and we both know that.”

      Austin never hurt me, never tore me apart. He’s also right about being able to openly be with me. His love is pure. Untainted.

      And I want no part of it.

      If I’m going to decide on anyone’s love, I know whose I want. Stained, dark, sick, painful, and obsessive, and yet it’s the one I’d pick if I could.

      Tears continue to silently leak down my face. I press my lips together and look up into Austin’s eyes. The words won’t leave me. I know exactly what I have to tell him to end this once and for all, yet I can’t.

      Not just because Brayden’s here and I’m not ready to let him know everything happening inside me. Hurting Austin like this is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.

      I can’t speak, but I have to end this here and now and there’s only one way.

      When Austin asks me one last time, “Kira, be honest with me. Fully honest. You can’t see yourself ever trying with me?”

      All I can do is shake my head no.

      The look in his eyes is too much. I close my own like the coward I am, unable to see it anymore.

      “So that’s it. You want me to just leave you alone?”

      I nod, but I’m crying so hard at this point that I doubt my response is believable.

      The door opens out in the hall and the officer calls me out. My time is up.

      “I’m sorry, Austin. It just can’t ever happen between us.”

      His jaw clenches stubbornly. I’m breaking his heart and yet the defiance in his stare tells me he’s not finished with me.

      Until another man actually claims me, he’s never going to let me go.

      I spin around to talk to Brayden one last time. He’s staring at me with both hope and betrayal in his expression.

      He can’t tell if I want Austin or not. I know. My inability to shut down Austin entirely is giving off mixed signals.

      I’ll fix it later, I promise myself.

      I run up to him and ignore when the officer yells that it’s time to leave. “I’m going to call your dad, okay? Make sure everything is fixed. I’ll be waiting for you at home when you get out, I swear.”

      Some of the hurt leaks from his eyes. “Call my mom instead.”

      I nod and walk down the hall before the officer decides to come drag me out. Once outside, I pause on my way to the front and try to wipe my face clean of tears.

      Futile. They won’t stop. I’m destroyed by what’s happened to those two because of me.

      The girls are anxiously standing, waiting for me with worried expressions. As one, they come around me and hug me tight.

      I let them, needing their support more than ever. Without them here, I honestly don’t know what I’d do.
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      “Call my mom instead.”

      The words are still ringing in my ears as I sit on the hard bench, waiting. Why in the world I said his dad . . . Force of habit, most likely. That, and his mom lives two hours away.

      She should be here soon, which is good for two reasons—she’s not Steven and she’s a nurse.

      Brayden’s wounds need some actual attention. The officers literally left both he and Austin like that.

      My knee bounces up and down as I bite on my thumbnail. Jenna, Marilyn, and Ashley whisper around me, but I’m too focused on Brayden and all I didn’t get to say. All that I couldn’t say to Austin.

      That was two hours ago. The first hour I spent filling the girls in on my history with Brayden.

      I started from the beginning.

      It was brutal, but in the end, they understood why I’d never told them everything.

      The history between us isn’t pretty. It’s jagged and jaded. Filled with every emotion under the sun magnified by a strength only hormones can induce.

      Scary. Frightening. Overpowering in how it affects me . . . affects us both.

      I’ve been trapped in my brain, left to stew about the night’s events. The cataclysmic result of something I started seven months ago when I tried to forget him and gave Austin a piece of me.

      It was a way to forget Brayden, but also an attempt to hurt him.

      Our toxic relationship only thrived in the chaos.

      In the end, it doesn’t matter.

      There’s only one man I’ve ever wanted.

      And yet, ultimately, to the world I’m Brayden Hunt’s little sister.

      “Kira!”

      I blink up, staring at a woman walking toward me that I haven’t seen in years. The one who used to be my neighbor, who was always so nice. I wonder if I can even look her in the eyes knowing why she isn’t my neighbor anymore.

      My mom is the one her ex cheated on her with.

      “Mrs. Hunt.” The name sounds strange to my ears. Even though my mom didn’t change her last name because of me and Ryan, she is the current Mrs. Hunt. I stand to greet her, my posture stiff, unsure of what she thinks of me after everything.

      She smiles at me as the gap between us closes and she wraps her arms around me. “That’s not me anymore. Just call me Abby.”

      My muscles relax as she guides us to sit a few feet from my friends.

      “I’m sorry you had to come all this way. He didn’t want me to call Steve.” The words fly from my mouth before I can stop them.

      She stares at me, then pats me on the knee. “It’s okay, I’m glad you did.”

      I’m surprised by her calm. The last times I’d seen her she looked worn. Tired and angry and sad. Staring at her now, there is worry, but she looks . . . happy. Not happy about the situation, but that maybe her life is better than it was when she was married to Steven.

      “How did you know?” I ask.

      She raises her brows. “Know what?”

      “That I was calling about Brayden? You immediately asked if he was okay after I said my name.”

      She studies me for a moment, trying to gauge something. “Well, because you called me.”

      “Why me? What does that matter?” What has he told her?

      “You have no other reason to call me.”

      “And you aren’t curious why it was me?”

      Her eyes twinkle. “Kira, if you’re referring to if I know about my only son’s undying love for you, I do.”

      “Y-you do?” Wait . . . undying love?

      She nods. “I’ve known for years how he feels about you.”

      “How?”

      “You’re full of questions. Shouldn’t it be me asking what got my child in lockup?”

      I sit back and cross my arms. “You two are the same. It’s like trying to pull teeth!”

      Her head falls back with a laugh. “So true.” She bumps me with her shoulder. “He was always sweet on you. I know my boy, so when he came to live with me before college, I knew something was up. A little molasses cookie torture and he caved, telling me everything. Ever since then, I’m the only one he could talk to about you.”

      “He talked about me?”

      She nods. “He left out some details, the kind moms just don’t want to know, but the deep feelings for you have always been there. I hoped for both your sakes that it would turn out to be a crush, but after a while, after he said he couldn’t go home the next summer, I knew it was more. Your age difference was hard on him.”

      “But he never . . . He’s always been against love.” And now he seems devoted to me. It’s odd, goes against the Brayden I grew up knowing.

      Her lips form a thin line. “That’s our fault, his father and me. I’m afraid the example we gave him poisoned him on the idea.”

      “It did. Long ago, when we were kids, he told me.”

      Abby gives me a sad smile. “Now you’re older, adults, not as ruled by teenage hormones. He’s at your mercy. He’ll do anything for you.”

      “Anything?”

      “To keep you, protect you, there’s nothing that would stop him.”

      Oh, God.

      I can’t stop the image of his beaten, pleading expression through the bars as I moved to talk to Austin.

      The pain he’d been exuding made a small vindictive part of me happy, because I saw it as balance. But the part that always tried to soothe him took over and had me running to him.

      I will always run to him, even after everything.

      “But . . . we can’t even be together.”

      She studies me for a moment. “Legally, there’s nothing separating you two.”

      “Maybe not, but to society he’s my brother.”

      She purses her lips. “I wish I could argue against you, because the last thing I want is an obstacle in front of his happiness, but you’re going to college with a lot of your classmates who know you as Brayden’s younger sister. Even if it is by marriage.”

      “We can’t be a real couple.”

      “I wouldn’t say that, but I also wouldn’t say it’s going to be easy.”

      Nothing between us has been easy in years. Easy was when we were kids. Now everything is hard and emotionally draining.

      “Why don’t you go on home? I’ll deal with getting him out and finding out what the damage is.”

      I nod and stand, my mind already whirling with how bad it could be. Will he go to jail? I don’t even know what the charge is let alone if it’s a slap on the wrist kind of one or more serious.

      I turn back to her and smile. “Thanks, Abby.”

      Walking up to the girls, I can tell right away something is off. The expressions and whispered words as they all tuck their phones away set off alarms.

      “What? What is it?” I ask.

      Jenna tries to give me a it’s nothing smile, but fails.

      “Let’s get you home,” Marilyn says as she stands and takes my hand. “Besides, I think you’ve got more to tell us.”

      Diverted, but I let them take me away.

      My heart tears in my chest with each step away from Brayden. The image of him locked in that cell all beat up kills me, but there’s nothing more I can do.

      Let his mom handle it and I’ll try to handle any damage on the other end.

      As we walk out, Marilyn wraps her arm around mine and Jenna throws her arm over my shoulder.

      I love my girls. Not only are they standing by me and up for me, but it’s after one in the morning and they’re next to me as we walk out of the police station.

      We all slip back into Jenna’s car and I look back to the station in defeat and worry.

      “Stop that,” Marilyn says, swatting at my hand.

      I’m about to snap at her, my brow furrowing as I almost unleash some bitchiness, when I realize what I’m doing.

      Damn, six nails down. Mangled by anxiety. On occasion, usually in times of stress, I chew on my nails.

      I smile sadly at her. “Thanks. Looks like I need to get a manicure again.”

      Jenna hasn’t even thrown it into gear when Ashley lets out a low hiss from the front seat.

      “Oh, shit.”

      The way her words come out makes the hackles on the back of my neck stand up.

      I pull out my phone, assuming whatever she and Lyn are staring at is on Facebook, and open up the app.

      At the top of my newsfeed—“Incest is disgusting! What the hell is wrong with people?”

      The blood leaves my face for a fraction of a second before it erupts into a boil, my hand clenches down around my phone.

      Jennifer has dealt the first blow.

      I have to force back the posts my fingers want to type.

      It’s not incest, bitch.

      Shut your cunt mouth.

      You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.

      Jealousy doesn’t look good on you, slut.

      Only the tip of the iceberg I want to shove up her ass.

      I’m typing out letters before I can stop myself, but come to my senses before I hit enter.

      I can’t respond. It’ll look suspicious.

      I have to ignore it. Swallow it all down.

      My pride.

      My anger.

      My protectiveness.

      My love.

      “Is she fucking serious?” I say with a stressed laugh. I look up from my phone to the three sets of eyes watching me. “Bitch has some balls saying that shit without proof.”

      The expressions that are watching me with such love and worry don’t change. Looking back down at the screen, I see why.

      “Craig Randall and 1,046 others” have reacted to her post. “268 shares.”

      “Fuck . . . that’s most of the school.”

      And all in the last four hours since her post.

      “Dad has a whole bunch of knives from his military days. We can go cut a bitch up and feed the parts to sharks,” Ashley says in an almost serious tone.

      It’s enough to make me let out a small laugh through the tears that are forming.

      “Yeah, but the nearest sharks are a thousand miles away. That skank would stink up my car!” Jenna’s brow furrows as the corner of her lips turn down in disgust.

      “There’s Newport Aquarium.”

      “It might look a little weird if we wheel in something and start dumping human remains into the tank.”

      “Damn.”

      “But in all seriousness, Kira, that fucking bitch is going to pay.”

      I nod, but my bottom lip is nailed between my teeth.

      “Okay,” Jenna starts as we pull out, “so, he broke your heart, but I gotta ask . . . What was it like kissing Brayden Hunt at fifteen?”

      I let out a small laugh. “It was . . .” Fuck. There’s only one way to describe it. “It was the best kiss of my life.”

      “The best?” Marilyn wags her eyebrows.

      “I would say there have been better ones since then, but it was definitely the most memorable.”

      They giggle and I appreciate their attempt to lighten the mood. It really does help.
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      The house is dark when we pull up. They’re still asleep, which means they don’t know yet.

      “You’re going to have to sneak in,” Jenna says.

      There’s one way to do that, or there used to be before Steven had my climbing limb cut off the tree outside Brayden’s window.

      I shake my head. “Front door or back door.”

      Jenna’s head tips back in laughter. “That’s what he said.”

      I roll my eyes, my lip twitching as I push on the back of her seat. “Perv.”

      Grabbing onto the handle, I open the door and climb out. The windows roll down and my girls lean toward the openings.

      “Good luck,” Marilyn says.

      “We’ll form a plan of attack in the morning,” Ashley calls from the other side of Jenna.

      Jenna smiles and reaches for my hand. “Love you, girl.”

      I smile at her. “Love all of you, so much.” I blow them a kiss as they pull away, watch as they disappear around the corner.

      Left alone in front of the house, I stare up at the building that has never felt like a home. A residence. A place to sleep.

      A place I endured because my mother was happy.

      I miss the ranch home to the left. The one with the tree house. It was my sanctuary. My room, our home.

      This house was the fun place with the pool, where Brayden could be found, but inside I watched it change him. Warp him.

      It wasn’t the house’s fault, but the man residing within its walls. His poison infected everyone. Slowly killed happiness, joy, and love with his selfish venom until everyone was miserable.

      Every time Brayden came home everything seemed to brighten, the soothing light combatting the evil. He overpowers everything, which I think makes his father jealous.

      After seeing his mom for the first time in years, I see where he gets it from. There’s an infectious light within him, but there’s also the consuming darkness from his father.

      I hate his father. I hate what he’s done to my mother. Sucking the life from her. Any small measure of happiness he once provided stripped away.

      A miserable man who thrives on making others miserable, too. Takes pleasure in unhappiness.

      With a sigh, I start up the driveway. My shoes click loudly against the pavement in the silent night air, almost amplifying and announcing to everyone my presence.

      My phone provides just enough light to get my key into the lock. It clicks over, a small creak of the hinge as I push it open just enough to squeeze through, then shut and lock it again.

      I cringe as my heels click on the hardwoods, resonating around the entryway. A few more taps as I pull them off and head to the stairs.

      Everything is still dark when I reach the top of the stairs, only eight steps until I reach the safety of my room.

      “Kira? Are you just now getting in?” Mom asks, stopping me in my sneaky tracks.

      Fuck.

      Busted.

      I don’t even turn to look at her, but I can feel her eyes burning into me. “Yes.”

      The padding of her feet on the carpet causes a thudding in my chest that grows harder with each step. “Two hours past curfew?”

      “I can explain,” I say as I turn to face her.

      Her arms are folded across her chest in true you’re-in-trouble mom fashion. “It better be good, young lady.”

      “Well . . . something happened.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Please elaborate on this something.”

      “There was a fight and I was a witness.”

      “A fight?”

      I peer over her shoulder at her bedroom door. No sign of Steven.

      “Brayden.”

      Her eyes widen as she lets out a gasp. “Is he okay?”

      I shake my head and pull her down the hall and into my room. “Don’t tell him.”

      Her brow scrunches. “Tell who?” It only takes a second before her mouth pops open to an O shape. “Kira . . . it’s not something I can keep from him. He’s his father.”

      “Just until he gets out.”

      “Of jail?”

      I nod. “His mom is there, she’s taking care of everything.”

      “Abigail’s there? How did she . . .” The question falls away. She knows the answer, has already figured out that I called, but I hope she doesn’t look further into it.

      “He’s pretty beaten physically, he doesn’t need to be verbally bashed when he isn’t even here to defend himself.”

      She purses her lips and nods. “I’m sure we’ll hear from her soon.”

      There’s no talk about my breaking curfew, even though I’m eighteen. It’s still their house, their rules. I respect and love my mom, so I’ll do as she asks.

      Stepping forward, I wrap my arms around her waist and lay my head on her shoulder. “Thanks, Mom.”

      It seems like forever since I got a real, deep, comforting hug from her, and she doesn’t disappoint. Mom hugs can take it all away.

      When we part, she motions to my bed. “Get to sleep and we’ll talk more in the morning.”

      I nod and watch as she walks out, closing the door behind her.

      Unfortunately, there’s no sleep in sight for me. Not until he’s out, until I know he’s okay.

      Until I can see and touch him.

      Sitting down at my computer, I move the mouse to wake it up. I’m afraid to go on Facebook, to look at Jenn’s post, but at the same time I’m driven to do it.

      There’s even more comments than before. More people asking who she’s talking about.

      It feels like there are stones in my stomach. Why does she not only have to be the biggest slut, but also the biggest cunt? Is her jealousy that deranged that she thinks her obtuse words will drive a wedge between me and Brayden and have him rushing into her arms?

      Talk about unbalanced.

      The bitch doesn’t post a single comment, because she can’t. It’s a theory. That, and the more she doesn’t comment, the more worked up the crowd becomes with curiosity.

      “Well, bitch, curiosity killed the cat. You’ll fucking get what’s coming to you.”

      The words are typed out before I can stop myself, but I force a breath, then slowly delete each and every letter.

      It’s nothing more than bait, but with all the attention, where will she stop?

      I pull my knees up, hugging them to my chest, staring at the screen.

      “I wish they’d never gotten married,” I whisper to no one.

      Is it so bad to wish that my mother had never had her small taste of happiness, just so I could have mine?
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      “Are you done?”

      “What the fuck do you mean am I done?”

      My fingers curl into fists. I fucking hate my father’s voice. I hate him even more.

      And if he talks to my mom like that one more time . . .

      My mom has her phone hooked up to the car’s Bluetooth so, unfortunately, I can hear both sides of their conversation.

      “Are you done behaving like a jackass or do you want to continue acting like the fool you are?” my mother asks him coldly.

      I do a double take, mouth gaping open. Whoa . . .

      My mother has screamed at him many, many times before. But she’s never cursed at him.

      She’s never spoken to him this coldly, either. Like he’s shit beneath her shoe and she can’t be bothered with him beyond the getting rid of him part.

      My father’s clearly just as shocked. The silence on his end is uncharacteristic. I can almost feel his indignation.

      Pride for my mom warms my chest.

      “Abby—”

      “Abigail, Steven. And I don’t want to hear it anymore. I told you what’s happening.”

      “He has his own place!”

      I want to pretend that my father not wanting me there doesn’t hurt, but there’s a part of me that cringes at his words.

      “Yes. He does. But it’s going to be easier for him if he stays there until Monday when I can get him to see a lawyer about his options.”

      “He wouldn’t need to see a lawyer if he wasn’t such a piece of—”

      “Careful, Steven. Especially when someone like you has no moral leg to stand on and no right to judge him.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. You need me to be clearer? You’re the piece of shit here, not him.”

      Holy. Shit.

      My mother hangs up the phone on my father before he can respond. She’s calm on the exterior, but her cheeks are pink and her eyes are ablaze as she stares straight ahead.

      “I’ve never loved you more, Mom.”

      My comment rips a surprised laugh out of her and the tension leaves her. She reaches over and squeezes my hand. “It’s about time someone told him.”

      We pull up to the front of the house less than ten minutes later. I’m expecting to be hit with tension of the thought of stepping foot in there and facing my father.

      Fuck that. I don’t care. My girl’s in there.

      And I think she might honestly feel something for Austin.

      I swallow back bile at the thought. There’s no forgetting how she looked at me when we were arrested. She stared at me with the same pained adoration back in the holding cell.

      Once and for all, we’re going to straighten this out. She’s going to explain to me what it is she feels for that bastard.

      Mom stops me before I can exit the car. “It’s just for the weekend. Hopefully we can get the lawyer to see you first thing Monday.”

      My jaw clenches. “Mom, I’m not staying here until I have to go to work. I’m only here for one thing.” I don’t have to tell her what that is. She knows.

      Kira’s car is in the driveway. Good. Neither one of us is staying here, and we’re going to need it to get back to my place.

      Mom sighs but she doesn’t argue. “Well, I’m going to be staying with Jolie, remember her?” At my nod, she continues. “I won’t be more than twenty minutes away so if anything happens, you call me. All right?”

      I nod again and turn to leave.

      Her grip on my arm tightens. When I turn to stare at her, she’s eyeing all my untreated wounds with both a mother’s concern and a nurse’s examining eye.

      “Mom, it’s fine. I’ll get it cleaned up as soon as I’m inside.”

      Her eyes flicker up toward my brow. “That one’s going to need stitches.”

      “Butterfly stitches at the most.” The wound’s crusted over, already beginning to scab, and it stopped bleeding hours ago.

      My mom exhales slowly and for a second it seems like she’s not going to let me out of the car.

      Love her, but nothing’s keeping me from Kira.

      I open the car door and step out. “Love you, Mom. Promise it’ll be okay. I’ll text you once I’m home.”

      She nods. There are tears in her eyes.

      Damn it, I hate putting her through this but I can’t wait a second longer without finding my girl.

      As I’m jogging up the driveway toward the house, I hear my mom drive away. I pull out my keys and step inside.

      He’s there. At the foot of the stairs. Waiting for me. His eyes show none of the concern that I saw in my mom’s. Instead, he eyes my wounds with blatant disdain.

      Whatever. I don’t have time for this shit.

      Staring straight ahead, I walk to the stairs and try to go past him.

      He grabs my arm and pulls me back. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” His hold on my arm tightens. He wants to hurt me and this is his only way of controlling himself.

      My way of holding back the urge to punch him right in the face? I grind my teeth and stare at the second floor landing. “I’m heading up to my room.”

      “I know where you’re really fucking going,” my father growls, and he pulls my arm harder.

      Don’t break his fucking face. Don’t break his fucking face. “I just want to go upstairs and wash all the blood off.”

      “Do you think I’m fucking stupid?”

      Don’t answer that.

      “I know where you’re really going and I’m telling you right now—”

      “Steve!”

      I turn my head and see Sonia at the entrance to the living room. She’s glaring at my father.

      “Let him go, Steven. He’s been through enough.”

      My father sneers at her as if he’s disgusted with her as well. “Stay out of this, Sonia. He deserves everything he’s getting.”

      One more. One more and I swear to God . . .

      My father leans closer and mumbles loud enough for me to hear, “Stay the fuck away from your sister or I’ll call the cops on you. I don’t care if you’re my son, you’re legal and I don’t have to accept you here.”

      He drops my arm.

      Thank God. I don’t think I can stay near him another second without ending his disgusting life.

      I run up the stairs, rage pummeling my veins. I focus only on Kira’s open door. If I don’t focus on her I’m going to run down the stairs and find my father.

      I stop outside Kira’s door. She’s at her desk, staring at her computer. Her brow’s furrowed and there’s a tiny frown on her face.

      She’s worried.

      “Baby.”

      Kira jumps and flies around in her seat. Her eyes widen.

      And there. There it is. What I’ve been dying to see in her eyes again.

      “Brayden.”

      “Come here, baby.”

      She’s out of her seat in a flash. I catch her up against me, hugging her tight. The warmth and feel of her, that delicious scent . . . Groaning, I squeeze her tighter.

      Can’t get close enough, and I’m pretty sure I’m suffocating her.

      Kira doesn’t care. Her little body burrows deeper, and her thin arms are locked around my neck.

      My face is buried in her neck.

      She places a kiss on my temple.

      There’s just so damn much bouncing between us. Pure emotion. That affection and need that I’ve been drowning for all these years.

      Choking madness of a dead man’s thirst.

      Saved by this. The only person I’ve ever needed as much as I need air to breathe.

      Kira. My sweet kitty.

      “Oh God, Brayden. I’ve been so freaking worried about you.” More kisses to my temple, cheek, jaw. Sweet affectionate kisses. The kind that are meant to soothe.

      I’m not thinking about that.

      Sliding one hand down her back, I squeeze her ass and grind my hips into her.

      She stutters my name and tries to pull back.

      Refusing to release her, I take two steps into her room. Then, I put her down long enough to spin her around and press her against the wall next to the door.

      “Brayden!” she hisses under her breath and tries to push off the wall.

      Palming the back of her head, I hold her in place and yank down her tiny pajama shorts.

      “Why are you doing this?” she whispers, trying to reach back for my wrist.

      I ignore the question and ask one of my own, “Why couldn’t you tell him it’s me you want to be with?” Fisting her thong, I shove it down her hips and leave it trapped around her thighs.

      No answer. Kira tenses, and I can almost imagine her pressing her lips together stubbornly.

      Fine. We’ll deal with that later.

      I pull at my button and practically rip my zipper open.

      She hears it and tenses even more. “We can’t. They’re downstairs. They could come up any second.”

      I know. Don’t give a fuck. Can’t think past the warmth of her pussy right now.

      I yank my cock out. Tightening my hold on the back of her neck, I bend my knees and slide my dick between her plump ass cheeks.

      Her high-pitched little gasp makes it jump. The head rubs into her asshole and that gasp melts into a low, hungry moan.

      “Soon, baby,” I mumble, using my dick to play with her ass some more.

      She relaxes against the wall and turns her head to the side. Her lips are parted and her beautiful eyes are glazed.

      “You want me balls deep in this ass, don’t you baby?”

      Her eager nod makes me smile.

      Shifting my hips, I slide my cock down.

      Wet. Swollen. So motherfucking inviting. A single thrust shoves me in nice and deep.

      Kira barely catches her scream and she bites down into her lip so hard she draws blood.

      I let go of her neck and cup my hand over her mouth. “Don’t. Scream.” And I start pounding into her as hard as I can without making too much noise.

      I know the door is open. One of our parents can come up the stairs and see me fucking her from behind. I should’ve closed the door.

      As if I give a fuck about any of that.

      Jaw clenched tight, I focus on the open door and thrust into my girl’s wet pussy. The position makes her even tighter. Every move is a slight struggle as her walls clamp down on me.

      Kira whimpers into my hand, rocking her hips back in circles. I look down for a second to take in the sight. Her beautiful ass cheeks frame my soaked dick as I fuck her.

      “God baby. I can’t wait to fuck that ass,” I whisper roughly, working my hips in circles to get deeper.

      She squeezes her eyes shut, mewling quietly beneath my hand.

      Yeah, she’s almost there.

      Fuck. So am I.

      Kira grips my entire length, so wet and juicy that I hear every thrust I give her.

      There’s a sound on the stairs.

      She locks up, eyes wide with terror at being caught.

      I ignore the sound, her fear, thrusting deeper, blindly chasing that explosion.

      Kira struggles in my grip, eyes on the hallway outside the door.

      I shove in all the way to the hilt and rotate my hips in circles. I make sure to tilt my hips so I hit that spot inside her just right.

      Her eyes squeeze shut. She’s fighting this. Her pussy is practically convulsing around me, already starting to come, and she’s too scared of being caught to tumble over that edge.

      “This is mine, you hear me?” I hiss in her ear and press my nose to her hair so I can fill my lungs with her delicious scent. “That pussy comes when I want it to come.”

      A muffled whimper leaves her mouth behind my hand.

      “Don’t you dare scream.” I remove my hand from her face and slide it down around to the front of her body. Then, I slide my thumb between her ass cheeks and find her hole.

      She loves it. Doesn’t matter how hard she fights this, she’s giving me that orgasm.

      I play with her clit and ass at the same time and speed up my thrusts, not caring anymore if someone can hear the sound of skin slapping skin.

      Kira slams her hand on her mouth and claws at the wall.

      “Yeah. Fuck baby.” My growl’s too loud but there’s no help for it. She’s squeezing down, pulsing, right where I fucking need her. I lean down and bite the side of her neck. “That’s it. Give it to me.” I bite
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or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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