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      October 2017…

      

      My hands trembled, and my knees felt like rubber. Bile rose thick in the back of my throat. Was I really going to do this? Could I really do this? Saying goodbye was so permanent.

      Blowing out a shaky breath, I knocked on the door, which swung open immediately, almost like he knew I was out here gathering my courage.

      The hope and joy on his face was a cruel joke because I wasn’t here to tell him I’d chosen him. I was here to say goodbye, to break his heart beyond repair. Maybe coming here was a mistake.

      “Chloe?” Relief flooded his voice as he stepped aside so I could enter.

      Taking that single step over the threshold took every ounce of effort I possessed. He swung the door closed, and the sound of the latch clicking made me jump. He tapped on his cell phone, then set it on the dresser.

      “Come here,” he said, reaching for me.

      “I—”

      But I didn’t get anything else out before his lips were on mine. Whimpering, I allowed us to have this final moment together, knowing deep down in my soul that it would be our last. As always, when I kissed him, my body hummed to life, a steady staccato of physical need mixed with just the right amount of hesitation.

      “I can’t believe you’re here.” He locked his hands behind my back, holding me close, and rested his forehead to mine.

      Closing my eyes, I was powerless to stop the tears from falling. Was I strong enough to do what needed to be done? Could I really say goodbye and walk out of this room knowing I’d never see him again?

      I have to.

      “I love you,” I said before I chickened out. I swallowed the urge to vomit. Telling him I loved him in one breath and then telling him I didn’t want to be with him in the next was awful.

      His eyes popped open, and he straightened. “I love you, too,” he said, but there was a hesitation in his tone, almost as if he didn’t believe me.

      “When we were locked up together, you said you loved me, and I never said it back to you. I was too scared and confused. But now I know. I do love you, Jax.” I moved away from him and hugged myself. “Even before you bit me, I was having feelings for you. I didn’t know what they meant back then, and I tried so hard to ignore them, to pretend they didn’t exist.”

      I moved around the room, my thoughts as jerky and disjointed as my movements. “I know those feelings were real. They were all me, but now?” I shook my head.

      “Now what?” He still stood in the same exact spot, arms by his sides, and I could tell he was starting to make sense of why I was there.

      “I don’t know if the feelings I have for you now are real or all just because of this bond we have.” I stopped pacing and faced him.

      “It’s not just the bond,” he said forcefully. “Think about it, Chloe. How could this bond even be possible if we didn’t already feel something for each other? An eternal bond like this doesn’t happen randomly.”

      I froze, my mind trying to catch up with everything he’d just said. Was he right? Was the bond a manifestation of feelings we both had previously? Feelings I’d been trying so hard to fight? Maybe this was the universe’s way of telling me I was meant to be with Jax.

      “Look, I know you have a lot more history with Trent than you do with me, and I know you love him. But you love me, too, Chloe. That means something. At least, it does to me,” he said.

      I sighed. Why was this so hard?

      “It means something to me, too, but…” I rubbed my hands up and down my arms. A chill had worked its way into my bones. “You have been so great to me, Jax. You make me laugh, and you tell me the truth even when I don’t want to hear it. You have never broken a promise to me.”

      He cracked a small smile.

      “And when you were lying on that bed, dying, you still kept your promise not to change me. I even begged you to do it, and you wouldn’t because you knew it wasn’t what I wanted.”

      “Do you regret it?” He closed the distance between us and took my hands into his. “Letting me feed on you?” His eyes were dark and filled with too much pain.

      I shook my head. “No. Even knowing what I know now, knowing it would bond us, I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Because I don’t want you to die.” Fresh tears spilled down my face. “Because you deserve to live, and”—I licked my lips—”you deserve to find someone who can love you the way I love Trent,” I whispered.

      “Don’t do this,” he begged, his words thick with emotion. “Please.”

      “I’m sorry.” My lips trembled, and I glanced up at him through tear stained eyes. “I never wanted to hurt you.”

      “Then don’t,” he said more insistently. “We only had a couple of weeks, Chloe.” He tugged me closer, and I couldn’t resist. The need to comfort him overwhelmed me. “That’s not enough time to know how you really feel.”

      He was probably right about that, but I couldn’t keep doing this. I needed to get my life in order, and that started here, by making this hard decision.

      “You can’t tell me we didn’t have fun together,” he said.

      “We did,” I said.

      Should I tell him that all that fun came with crushing guilt and shame? No, that would only make him feel worse, and there was no need to do that. I was already breaking his heart.

      “We can be great together, Chloe. You just need to give us a chance.” He swept his hands along either side of my neck, and the second his fingers touched the bite mark, heat spread like wildfire through me.

      Instinctively, I leaned closer.

      “Stop fighting this,” he whispered a moment before he brushed his lips over mine.

      Despite my brain screaming at me not to, I welcomed his kiss. My body couldn’t deny him, no matter what my heart and mind said.

      Jax deepened the kiss, and before I knew what was happening, he had my back pinned to the door, his body hard and demanding against mine. I groaned and ran my hands over his shoulders, up the back of his neck, and into his hair.

      I hooked my leg around his waist. He grabbed under my thigh and yanked me closer, his kiss becoming even harder. Everything in me said to stop, but I couldn’t. My body responded to him too well.

      “You want me. I know you do.” His voice was raw and seductive. “Say it, Chloe. Tell me you want this just as much as I do.” The aching desperation in his words tore at my resolve.

      I did want him, just once, maybe, to see what it was like. “Jax,” I whimpered.

      He jerked me away from the door, and then I was on the bed. Every inch of him was hard and insistent, and I was quickly losing control. I could feel my insides unraveling. Fog blurred my thoughts. He left my mouth and trailed kisses along my jaw, exactly like Trent always did.

      God, what was I doing? Panic and fear stole my ability to think, blocking out all but one thought that shrieked through my brain—I couldn’t be trusted around Jax, not as long as I wore his mark and was bonded to him. Trent was absolutely right about that.

      I shoved against Jax’s chest. “Stop,” I gasped.

      Jax stopped without hesitation and dragged his hand through his hair. Then, slowly, he climbed off the bed. “There’s nothing I can say to change your mind, is there?”

      I smoothed my hands over my hair, fighting to regain my composure. “I’m sorry.”

      “You really love him so much that you’re willing to go insane for him? Because that’s what’s going to happen. You’ll go crazy trying to fight this bond.” There was an edge to Jax’s tone, desperation and anger swirling with each word.

      That wasn’t going to be my fate, though. I refused to let my life be dictated by this bond—I would break it eventually. And when I did, I was going to let Trent change me.

      I got off the bed, my legs shaky and my breaths ragged. “Yes,” I finally said. “I love him that much.”

      Jax’s expression fell, and what little hope he’d been holding onto disappeared from his eyes. I’d officially broken him. Fresh tears fell hard, and I couldn’t wipe them away fast enough.

      Hesitantly, I approached, praying I had enough strength left to finish this and get out of here in one piece. “This has to be goodbye.” My breath hitched, and I sniffled. “I’m so sorry, Jax.”

      I planted a lingering kiss on his cheek, savoring the scent of him one last time, reveling in how strong and comforting his mere presence made me feel, memorizing the way his skin felt. And then I turned and raced out the door before I lost my nerve.

      As soon as I was outside, I clutched my stomach and doubled over, gut wrenching sobs shaking my entire body. Thunder rumbled in the distance, the angry noise a perfect backdrop for my mood. I half expected Jax to chase me, to yank me into his arms and kiss me, but he didn’t.

      I took several deep breaths in an attempt to calm myself, but all I managed to do was make myself dizzy. I needed to get out of here and go find Trent.

      Inhaling deeply and wiping my tears, I headed toward Whitney’s car. I kept my head down, not wanting anyone to see me like this—mascara tracks down my face, eyeliner smudged around my red, puffy eyes.

      Jax’s words echoed in my head. You’ll go crazy trying to fight this bond. Even now I was having second thoughts about what I’d done. My steps faltered, and I momentarily considered turning around. Jax was the easier choice, and I did love him.

      But he wasn’t Trent.

      I cupped my hand over my mouth and sobbed. Only then did I notice the familiar white pickup truck parked next to Whitney’s car and the guy leaning against the front bumper, hands shoved in his pockets.

      “Trent?” My knees buckled.

      “Whoa.” Trent caught me before I hit the ground. “It’s okay. I’ve got you,” he whispered, holding me to him.

      I had no idea what he was doing here, or how he even knew where I was, and I didn’t care. I buried my face against his chest and cried. He rubbed my back and held me.

      “I-I told him…” I hiccupped. “I said—” My words were cut off with another sob.

      “I know,” Trent said. He gently cradled my face in his hands, forcing me to look at him, and wiped my tears with his thumbs. “I heard everything.”

      I blinked against more tears, trying to process his words. “How did you know…? I mean…”

      “Jax texted me as soon as you showed up here.” He wiped away more of my tears. “I came over so I could talk you out of choosing him.” Trent frowned. “But then I heard you two talking, so I waited.” He moved his hands from my face and rested them on my waist.

      Thunder rumbled, closer than before, and a streak of lightning lit up the sky.

      “You’ve been here the whole time?” I asked, both shocked and relieved.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because I needed to know what you were going to do. If you didn’t leave his room tonight, then I would know. But if you walked out that door…” His voice cracked with all the emotion he was trying to contain. “Are you absolutely sure about this, Chloe? It’s not going to be easy.” He brushed strands of hair from my forehead, the back of his hand trailing down the side of my face.

      Thunder and lightning raged a war in the sky, and then rain poured down in a deluge, soaking us within moments.

      “Yes,” I shouted over the storm. “I love you, Trent. I want you. I’ve always wanted you.”

      He crushed his mouth over mine and kissed me like it was our first and last time all wrapped into one. I could taste his fear and desperation and relief. Jealousy flowed from him in thick, choking waves. So did love, pure and untouched by all we’d been through.

      He kissed me as if he’d forgotten all about my indiscretions with Jax, like nothing mattered but us and this moment. A fresh start. Was that truly possible? Could we put all of this behind us and go back to when things were simpler?

      Rain continued to drench us, but he didn’t release my lips. Shivers violently shook my body, though I didn’t know if it was from the rain or the onslaught of emotions wreaking havoc on my insides.

      “Will you come somewhere with me?” he asked.

      I nodded, my teeth chattering.

      He carried me to his truck and deposited me in the passenger seat before rummaging around in the back. A moment later, he draped a blanket around my shoulders and cranked the heat. All of that still wasn’t enough to stop the shivers.

      I scooted across the seat and rested my head on his shoulder. I had no idea where he was taking me, and for the first time ever, I didn’t care. I was exactly where I was meant to be.
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      The storm gained in intensity, and the wipers on high barely kept the rain off the windshield. Trent drove cautiously, which meant it was taking forever to get where we were going. My shivers subsided.

      “Getting warm?” he asked.

      “A little.” I pulled the blanket tighter around my shoulders and curled my legs up on the seat.

      “We’re almost there.” He was silent for the remainder of the drive, until he came to a stop in front of a massive metal gate. “Stay here.”

      He hopped out of the truck, shoved open the gate, and then got back into the cab. He was soaked, his hair dripping rain onto his shoulders.

      I sat up straight. He’d brought me to the place Sean had buried Annmarie, the same place he’d brought me right after I’d found out he was a vampire. We’d skipped half a day of school to come here. Trent had told me about Sean and Annmarie and the baby.

      My breath hitched at all the memories. “Why are we here?” I asked.

      He stopped the truck near the stone mausoleum but kept the engine running. “It’s quiet, and I think better here.” He peered out the windshield, eyes narrowed. Then he opened the door and held his hand out to me.

      I glanced at him, then at the storm raging outside. “It’s raining.”

      “I know. Trust me.”

      I took his hand, and we climbed out of the truck. He guided me to the back, where he’d added a cab to cover the truck bed. Flipping down the tailgate, he nodded for me to climb in. I did, mostly because I wanted to get out of the rain, and Trent followed.

      The space was only big enough for me to sit on my knees without hitting my head. He flicked on a battery powered lamp. There was an air mattress, complete with pillows and blankets. A duffel bag stuffed full of clothes was in the corner.

      “You’ve been sleeping in your truck?” I asked.

      I rubbed my hands together, trying to rid the numbness from my fingers. I thought he’d been at home. That was why Jax had been staying at the lodge, wasn’t it?

      “After I broke up with you, I needed to get away for a few days. I mostly drove around though the mountains, sleeping here when I got tired.” He shrugged.

      “Why did you do it, Trent? Why did you break up with me? Why did you want me to explore my feelings for Jax?” My lips trembled, partly from the cold but mostly with sadness, and my shoulders sagged.

      “I needed to know how strong your bond was with him, and I knew you’d never consider being with him if I was in your life. You needed complete freedom to make this choice,” he said, his voice low.

      I stared at him, a myriad of emotions ricocheting through me. Then, I smacked him. Hard. My palm stung, but I didn’t care.

      “You had no right,” I shouted, but there was no conviction in my tone. My voice was too weak. “We had something, Trent. Something amazing, and you just threw it away like it didn’t matter. And for what? So, I could give your brother a shred of hope and then break his heart?” Anger bubbled up in my chest. “Do you have any idea how rotten that is?”

      He hung his head. “I never said it was a good decision on my part, and believe me, I’ve regretted it every single day.” He looked up at me, his eyes shifting from clear to dark. “You have no idea how hard it was for me knowing you were with him doing God knows what.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Nothing like that ever happened with Jax.”

      The relief on Trent’s face was palpable. “I’m sorry. I messed up. I know that now, and I hope you can forgive me, because if you—”

      “Shut up,” I snapped.

      I was tired of talking about the mistakes we made and all the apologies. Neither of us were innocent in this; we’d both made mistakes that we couldn’t take back. All of that was in the past, though, and I was done living there.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, slanting my mouth over his. There was no hesitation on his part—he flattened his hands on my back, holding me as close as possible, which was awkward considering we were both kneeling in front of each other, and deepened the kiss.

      I clutched the front of his shirt and leaned backward until I was laying on the air mattress, bringing Trent down with me. The feel of his weight on me, the taste of his lips on mine, the sounds of our ragged breaths shifted my world into a focus so clear I knew with absolute certainty that I’d made the right choice.

      Trent was my future.

      “God, I’ve missed you.” He groaned, his kisses becoming hotter. “My entire existence, I’ve lived with this curse.” He showered my neck with tiny, heated kisses, though he was careful to avoid the bite mark. “I always thought I wasn’t meant to find love, that I’d be alone for eternity. Then I met you. I found my soulmate.” He moved his lips across my collarbone, and I tilted my head, granting him permission. “And everything changed. I suddenly wanted everything I knew I couldn’t have.”

      “But you can have it,” I said, guiding his head up so he was looking at me. “You do have it, Trent. Right now. Here. With me.”

      “I know.” He smiled. “But it’s not going to last. That’s a fact we’re both going to have to face.”

      I shifted beneath him so I was more comfortable. “Do you remember the night of the party at Bushnell Falls? Isach was messing with me, and it was the first time you ever kissed me?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, why?”

      “That was the night you told me you were cursed, and it was then that I realized I was in love with you. I don’t know why it happened right then, but it did. That has never changed. Not once,” I said emphatically. “And it never will.”

      Sighing, he rested his forehead to mine. “I have no idea how we’re going to do this,” he said, his voice strangled. “All I want to do is claim you, and I can’t. I can never change you, either, which means—”

      I held my fingers to his lips to silence him. I knew what all of that meant, that I’d have to stay human and then die, leaving Trent heartbroken for all of eternity. That I’d grow old while he never did.

      “I know,” I whispered.

      “I went to see your dad,” he said.

      The abrupt change in topic surprised me, and I struggled for words. “You did? Why?”

      Trent adjusted his body so he was half on me half on the air mattress, and I wiggled onto my side as much as I could so I was facing him.

      “A lot of reasons. I wanted to apologize to him for bringing you into this mess. I wanted him to know you were okay, and then he demanded I tell him exactly what had been going on.” He chuckled, but the sound lacked any humor. “So, I told him everything.”

      “What did he say?”

      And why hadn’t my father said anything to me about this when I talked to him?

      “He told me to get out of his house. Several times.”

      I laughed. That sounded like Dad.

      “But then I promised him I wouldn’t let anything happen to you, that I’d give my life for yours if I had to, and I made it clear I could protect you better than he could. Or anyone else for that matter,” he said.

      I lifted my brows with disbelief. “You seriously said that to him?”

      Trent nodded. “Then I asked for his blessing.”

      My throat went dry, and my heart thumped hard and fast. “His blessing for what?”

      “For this.” Trent leaned over me and reached into the side pocket of the duffel bag. He retrieved a small, black box.

      My heart stopped, then kickstarted, then stopped again. What was he doing? That could not be what I thought it was. He was not proposing to me. He couldn’t be. We hadn’t known each other that long, and we’d literally just gotten back together half an hour ago.

      He used his thumb to flip open the box. Inside was a silver band with tiny diamond encrusted hearts entwined. The ring was absolutely gorgeous. I held my breath and met his gaze.

      “It’s a promise ring,” he said.

      I exhaled with relief.

      “I told your father how much I loved you. He must have thought I was such a sap.” He chuckled. “Something I said must have resonated with him, because he said if this is what you wanted, if I was the man you truly wanted to be with, he’d give me his blessing. Of course, I then had to promise on my life and swear a blood oath that I’d never hurt you and if you ever decided I wasn’t what you wanted, I’d let you go.”

      “He really said that?” I asked.

      “Every word.” Trent took the ring out of the box. “This is my promise to you, Chloe. That I will never break your heart ever again. I will spend my existence loving you and protecting you. I’ll be your shoulder to cry on when you need it, a friend, and a lover, whenever you’re ready for that.” He winked. “And maybe, someday, I can be your husband.”

      I drew in a ragged breath and blinked against the tears pooling in my eyes.

      Trent reached for my right hand and caressed my knuckles. His touch was so gentle it caused goose bumps to rise on my arms. “This is my promise of forever.” He moved to slip the ring onto my finger.

      I jerked my hand back. “No.” I eased up into a sitting position.

      “No?” He swallowed so hard I could see his Adam’s apple bob in his throat. “But… I thought…”

      “I don’t want forever, Trent.” I cupped his cheeks and leaned forward so our faces were inches apart, and I held his gaze. “I want an eternity,” I whispered.

      His eyes widened, and his brows shot up. “Eternity?”

      I nodded, and in that moment, I saw his face fall, as if his entire world had just crumbled.

      “We both know that’s not possible,” he said gently. “Not anymore.”

      “I’m going to break this bond. I don’t care what it takes. I will find a way,” I said forcefully. “And then you’re going to be the one to change me.”

      “Let’s say you do break the bond. What about Isach? He said—”

      “Let me deal with Isach.” I brushed my lips across Trent’s. “So, are you going to promise me an eternity or not?”

      He smiled against my lips and yanked me down flat on my back. “Are you sure you want me for an eternity? It’s a very long time.”

      “Didn’t anyone tell you it was rude to answer a question with a question?”

      Trent laughed, the sound reverberating around the enclosed space and enveloping me in a warmth I’d been missing for far too long. He once again took my right hand, and this time, I let him slip the ring onto my finger.

      “I’m yours, Chloe. For eternity,” he said.
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      “Stop,” I gasped.

      Trent pulled away, and I fought to catch my breath. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      I nodded. My mouth was dry, and my heart still wasn’t showing any indication of slowing down. Even though I told him to stop, my lips tingled, yearning to feel his mouth on mine again. I’d never get tired of kissing him.

      “Yeah, I just need a second to breathe,” I said.

      Being in the bed of his pickup truck was small and cramped, but now that the rain had stopped, the air was sticky and muggy, making everything feel twice as hot. I reached for my shoes.

      “Trying to get away from me already?” Trent asked. He lay on his back, one hand tucked behind his head. “Told ya you wouldn’t be able to handle me for eternity.” A playful glint shimmered in his blue eyes.

      Laughing, I swatted at him, my eye catching the promise ring I wore on my finger. The mere sight of the shimmering jewelry caused a smile to form. I held my hand up, admiring the silver band.

      The carved hearts were intricate but delicate, and the tiny diamonds glistened. The promises he’d made to me raced through my mind. I ran my finger over the ring, twisting it on my finger. It fit perfectly.

      How had he known my ring size? Who cared? He’d promised himself to me for eternity, and I was going to do the same—as soon as I had a chance to talk to Isach again. I needed to make sure he’d meant what he’d said about looking the other way so I could change and break the curse.

      “And you’re distracted by shiny things.” Trent laughed.

      “Shut up,” I teased and leaned down to give him a quick kiss. “It’s hot in here. I need some air.”

      Trent sat up and had both his shoes on before I got my first shoe on and buckled. I glared at him, hating how he always moved so fast and gracefully.

      “Will I be able to move like that when I change?” I asked.

      I refused to say “if I change” ever again. It was no longer a matter of if, but when. I needed to stay positive that I could figure all of this out and have the eternity with Trent that I so desperately wanted now.

      “Yes.” Trent moved to the end of the truck bed and opened the tailgate, then the cap. He climbed down and held his hand out for me.

      Cool air greeted me as I scooted out of the truck. I took Trent’s hand, and he helped me down, then wrapped his arms around me. I sighed with contentment, knowing he was finally mine again and that there wasn’t anything else that could tear us apart. At least, I hoped not.

      “So, what changed? You were so adamant about wanting to stay human. And how are you going to deal with Isach?” he asked.

      I smiled, pleased that Trent was talking as if my immortality was now a certainty rather than dependent on the impossibility of breaking the eternal bond with Jax.

      “I’ll explain everything, but not now, okay? I don’t want to ruin the night with talk of all that. Besides”—I rose up on my tiptoes and pressed a kiss to his lips—”I promised Whitney I’d go to her after party. She’ll kill me if I don’t show up.” I patted his chest. “And she’s probably losing her mind wondering what happened tonight.” I laughed.

      Trent groaned. “Going to her party means I’ll have to share you with everyone, and I don’t want to.” He pouted.

      “You’re cute when you pout.”

      “Cute?” He raised a brow.

      “Sexy?” I offered with a shrug.

      “That’s better.” He smiled, then captured my lips in a long, lazy kiss.

      Yeah, I could definitely handle this for an eternity.

      He closed the tailgate and truck cap. “Are you and Abby spending the night with Whitney?”

      “Yeah, I think so. I remember Abby saying something about it.” But I’d been so preoccupied with everything else I’d had going on that I hadn’t paid too much attention. “I’ll ask her when we get there.”

      “If you are, you’re with me tonight. Whitney will just have to deal with it.”

      He placed his hand on the small of my back and guided me to the front of the truck. He opened the passenger door, and I climbed in, which wasn’t exactly the easiest thing to do in a tight dress and heels.

      “I’m sure she’ll understand,” I said.

      Whitney had been a good friend from the moment I’d met her, and she’d been twice as good throughout everything with Trent. So had Abby and Ellie, but Whitney knew the truth about everything, and that made it easier to confide in her.

      Trent hopped in behind the steering wheel and drove through the open gates. Then he slammed on the brakes.

      I lurched forward, and my seat belt locked, cutting off my air supply. Illuminated by the truck’s headlights was the form of a woman. She took a few steps forward, and I gasped.

      “Ivy,” I said.

      “Stay in the truck.” Trent’s voice was deadly, and a shiver of fear raced up my spine. He got out, slamming his door hard.

      I cringed. Unhooking my seat belt, I rolled down my window so I could hear what they said. How on earth had Ivy found us? I thought Isach had used some sort of cloaking spell to hide me.

      Then again, Ivy knew where I lived. She knew about my family and my relationship with Trent. She wasn’t stupid—of course, Keene Valley was the first place she’d look for me. Though I was surprised she had taken this long to find me.

      “What’re you doing here?” Trent asked. He stood only a few feet from the front of the truck, but his voice was loud and terrifying, and his arms were crossed.

      “Let’s skip the games, shall we?” Ivy was as poised as ever, but I’d had enough conversations with her to know she was anything but calm right now. Her voice had that sharp almost unnoticeable edge to it. “I’m not here to harm anyone.”

      Trent laughed, the sound menacing. “Of course not. Kidnapping is more your style.”

      Ivy held up her hands as if surrendering. What was she up to? Unease twisted in my stomach. Emotional and mental exhaustion threatened to drown me.

      I glanced out each window, attempting to see if any other members of her coven were with her, but it was too dark to see much of anything. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling we were being ambushed.

      “I’m not here to kidnap anyone, either. I simply want to ensure Chloe is still alive,” Ivy said.

      “Why wouldn’t she be?” Trent asked.

      “You barged into my home with a Zoya witch. In case you’ve forgotten, they want Chloe dead,” she said.

      Trent’s arms dropped to his sides, and I leaned forward, peering out the windshield to get a better look. His hands curled into fists. That’s what he always did moments before he fought with Jax. Trent wasn’t going to fight Ivy, was he?

      Without thinking, I scrambled out of the truck. “I’m fine,” I said. “See?” I held my arms out. “Still very much alive.”

      Trent whipped around, eyes inky black puddles, his face tight with anger.

      My heart beat a hard, terrified rhythm, and I approached him slowly. He blinked, but his eyes were still black. I drew in a shaky breath and touched his hand. He uncurled his fist and threaded our fingers.

      Ivy smiled and lowered her hands. “It’s good to see you again, Chloe.”

      “Now that you know she’s alive, you can leave,” Trent said.

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that.” She shook her head and took a few steps forward.

      Trent growled and guided me behind him, his hold on my hand tightening. “You’re not taking her.”

      Ivy chuckled, and Trent growled even louder. “I told you. I’m not here to harm her or kidnap her,” she said.

      “Then why are you here?” I asked, my voice wavering.

      “Like I said, the Zoya want you dead. I don’t,” she said, her tone suddenly sharp. “And now that they know about you, I need to make sure they don’t kill you.”

      “Thanks, but I’ve got that covered,” Trent snapped. “No one is ever going to hurt Chloe.”

      I momentarily closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. Trent always said he’d do anything to protect me—even give his own life if necessary—and now, standing here listening to him, I knew without a doubt he’d do exactly that. I stepped out from behind him.

      “Sounds like we both want the same thing then.” Ivy smiled. “My coven has moved into a house just outside the town limits.”

      Trent’s body stiffened, and my jaw dropped. “Why are you telling me this?” he asked.

      “Consider it a show of good faith. Neither of us wants the Zoya to get to Chloe, do we? Because we all know what will happen if they do.”

      Her gaze landed on me, and I shivered, shrinking against Trent.

      “We’re on the same team here, Trenton,” Ivy continued. “I will help you protect her. You have my word. And to prove my alliance, I have something to offer both of you.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Last time Ivy offered an incentive, she’d threatened to kill my father. When that didn’t work, she’d locked me in a room with Jax and then starved him.

      “No, thanks,” I said, my voice tight. I was done playing Ivy’s games. “C’mon. Let’s go.” Tugging on Trent’s hand, we turned back toward his truck.

      “I can get rid of that little problem on your neck,” Ivy said.

      My skin prickled, and my ears rang. Stopping cold, I slowly turned around. “How do you know about that?”

      Trent slid his arm around my waist, holding me tightly against his side. His body was just as tense as been before, maybe more so. The vein in his temple throbbed with rage.

      “It’s in my best interest to know what’s going on with you, Chloe.” She smiled and then held out a business card.

      When I didn’t take it, she nudged it closer with a huff of impatience. Finally, I took it. There was an address scrawled across the front.

      “That’s where I’m staying,” she said. “When you’re ready to talk, come find me.” She nodded in Trent’s direction. “Enjoy the rest of your night.” And then she turned and walked away.

      We stood there for several moments. I didn’t know what Trent was thinking, but my thoughts were a jumbled mess. Could Ivy really help break the eternal bond? A spark of hope ignited in my chest, but I snuffed it before it could spread.

      All Ivy wanted was for the curse to be broken and the magical balance restored. She’d already proven she would go to any lengths to make that happen. Why was she suddenly so eager to help me? And keep me alive? Because me being alive meant the curse was still firmly in place.

      “Let’s go.” Trent led me back to the truck.

      “Do you believe her?” I asked, my heart lodged in my throat.

      “No.”

      “She wants me to change. She won’t kill me,” I said with so much certainty I actually believed it. “And if she can break this bond…”

      She could break the bond, and then Trent could change me. We’d all get what we wanted. But this was Ivy Rose, and that meant there was a catch.

      “She’s lying, Chloe. She’s telling you want you want to hear so you’ll let your guard down around her,” Trent said.

      “It can’t hurt to at least talk to her.”

      “Absolutely not.”

      There was a firm resolve to his tone, and I didn’t dare argue with him. I didn’t want to. Tonight had already been so emotionally taxing; I couldn’t handle anything else.

      “I meant we could talk to her. I wouldn’t go alone.” I stared out the passenger window, my mind racing. “You’re probably right, though. She likes to pretend to be on your side, but she always expects something in return.”

      “She’s a witch.” Trent huffed. “They always want something in return for their help.”

      I turned toward him, frowning. “What’s going to happen when she finds out we already made a deal with Isach?”

      In exchange for Isach rescuing me from Ivy, Trent promised him I wouldn’t break the curse.

      “I have no intention of telling her that.” He put the truck in drive and inched forward, his gaze darting around. “The less she knows, the better.”

      “Yeah, but we’re going to have to tell everyone else. Isach included,” I said.

      They had a right to know the Rose Coven was now calling Keene Valley home. Suddenly, this small town no longer felt very safe.

      “We’ll tell them. But not tonight.” He glanced at me with a sad smile. Then he took my hand and kissed my knuckles. “This wasn’t how tonight was supposed to end.”

      “The night’s not over yet,” I said with a shrug. “We still have to go to Whitney’s party.”

      “Then let’s go do that. We’ll deal with Ivy tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” I forced a smile.

      Though I had no idea how I was just supposed to forget about Ivy or the fact that she might be the only answer to breaking the eternal bond.
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      Trent made the short drive to his house. The place was lit up like Christmas. Cars were parked haphazardly in the driveway and along the road. Music blared from inside.

      “Did she invite the entire school?” Trent mumbled.

      “Probably. She’s really enjoying high school.”

      He shook his head, but a faint smile played across his lips. “She needs to find her own house.”

      I laughed. I couldn’t imagine Whitney and Wyatt living anywhere else. They’d quickly become a part of Trent’s family—and mine.

      “You’d miss her if she left,” I said.

      He grumbled something I couldn’t quite understand as he parked. He met me at my door, and as soon as I was out, he took my hand, lacing our fingers. He gave my hand a gentle squeeze, the gesture pressing against my ring, reminding me again of all that had happened, of how much closer I was to having everything I’d ever wanted.

      Too bad Ivy’s sudden reappearance had put a damper on such a special night. Or had she? If she was telling the truth about being able to help break the bond I had with Jax, then her showing up was the best thing to ever happen. But the only way to know for sure was to talk to her, and Trent was dead set against that.

      I forced thoughts of Ivy out of my head. I wasn’t going to let her ruin the rest of the night for me. Like Trent said, we’d deal with her tomorrow. There was a houseful of vampires that had my back, and I took a lot of comfort in that knowledge.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      We climbed the porch steps, and Trent opened the front door. I’d never seen so many people in his house. Wall to wall bodies gyrated to loud, thumping music. People sat huddled in groups in various spots while couples hid in corners, making out.

      Trent’s face was hard and impassive. I couldn’t imagine what Sean must think of all this.

      “Oh, my God! I knew it!” Whitney shrieked so loud everyone froze and watched as she rushed toward us. She flung one arm around me and the other around Trent, yanking us into an awkward hug.

      I hugged her back as best as I could, but Trent wasn’t letting go of my hand, and I didn’t want him to. I never wanted him to let me go.

      Whitney finally released us, her gaze darting from me to Trent and back again. There was a huge grin on her face. “I’m happy for you two.” She reached for my free hand. “And now me and the girls are going to need all the details.”

      I glanced helplessly at Trent. There was no way I was getting out of this. Whitney wouldn’t let me. Neither would Abby. But for the first time ever, I was excited to give them all the details. I wanted to brag, just for a little while, about how incredible Trent was and how much I loved him.

      Trent cupped the side of my neck with his free hand and kissed me like he might never see me again. “Told you I was going to have to share.”

      I grinned. “Just for a little while. But then I’m all yours tonight, okay?”

      He nodded and reluctantly released my hand.

      As soon as I was free from Trent, Whitney dragged me through the crowd in the living room and into the kitchen where Ellie, Nick, Abby, Isach, Wyatt, Gina, and Luke sat around the table.

      A deck of cards was scattered between them. Their faces were red as if they’d been laughing, and I smiled as I glanced around at my friends. It hit me then just how much I loved Keene Valley and my life here. I wasn’t going to let Ivy or the Zoya or anyone else take this from me.

      “You four”—she pointed at the guys—”go find something else to do. It’s girls only for a few minutes.”

      “Chloe!” Ellie jumped up from Nick’s lap and threw her arms around me. “I was hoping you’d show up before I had to leave.”

      “So, what happened with Trent?” Abby asked.

      “Yeah, what happened?” Ellie asked, eyes bright with excitement.

      “They totally got back together,” Whitney said before I had the chance to speak.

      I rolled my eyes but couldn’t hide my smile. All at once, Abby, Ellie, and Gina squealed and rushed toward me, enveloping me in a group hug. I was getting a lot of those lately. I hugged them back. Wait until they found out Trent gave me a promise ring. They’d really freak out.

      “I knew this dress would do the trick,” Abby said when the hug ended.

      “It certainly didn’t hurt,” Trent said, coming up behind me and slipping his arms around my stomach. “But she’s beautiful no matter what she wears.”

      Abby and Ellie both let out a long, drawn out “aww,” huge smiles on their faces. I leaned into Trent, and he planted a kiss on my cheek.

      “Dude, you’re making us look bad.” Nick laughed.

      “Hey, no guys allowed,” Whitney said, glaring at Trent, then whipping around to probably do the same to Isach, Wyatt, Luke, and Nick.

      Slowly, they stood and moved out from around the table. Isach caught my gaze and gave a very subtle nod. I held my breath. I owed him my life—literally.

      If he hadn’t shown up to rescue me when he did, I wouldn’t be here right now. I hated that I was going to have to tell him Ivy and her coven where here—with the sole intent of protecting me from him and his coven. But if I had to make a choice, my alliance would be with Isach, not Ivy.

      “I was actually looking for Wyatt,” Trent said, releasing me, and I immediately missed the feel of his arms around me.

      “You found me,” Wyatt said. “So, what’s up?”

      Trent tugged me closer and lowered his mouth to my ear. “Meet me in my room when you’re done. And don’t be too long, okay?”

      A thrill shot down my spine, and I nodded.

      Trent disappeared with Wyatt, leaving me with my friends. Though my thoughts had wandered off with Trent… Why did he need to talk to Wyatt? Was Trent going to tell Wyatt about Ivy? Why tell Wyatt and not Sean? Or anyone else for that matter?

      “Okay, spill it.” Abby returned to her seat at the table, as did everyone else, and I sank into the chair Isach vacated. “What happened? Did he apologize for dumping you?”

      I laughed. Leave it to Abby to bluntly jump to the point.

      “Yes, he apologized. Said he’d been stupid and regretted his decision and that he was incredibly sorry and hoped I’d be able to forgive him,” I said.

      “Which you did, obviously.” Ellie propped her elbows on the table and rested her chin in her hands.

      “I did.” I smiled, then put my right hand flat on the table to show off the ring.

      After a few moments, Abby was the first to notice. She nearly bounced out of her chair, her shrieks loud enough to bust an eardrum. “Is that an engagement ring?” she asked.

      “No. It’s a promise ring.” I explained how he’d given it to me and the promises he made, leaving out all mention of anything dealing with me changing. I’d explain all that to Whitney later, when we were alone.

      Ellie sighed, a dreamy look in her eyes. “That is the most romantic thing ever. You are so lucky, Chloe.”

      “Seriously,” Abby said, nodding. “Why can’t I have a boyfriend who does stuff like that?” She cut her gaze to Whitney. “Sorry.” She frowned.

      Whitney held up her hands. “Hey, you don’t need to tell me that my brother is the least romantic guy on the face of the planet. I already know that.”

      If only Abby would pay attention to someone other than Wyatt, she’d see that there was someone who wanted to do all this stuff for her. Not that I was completely sold on the idea of Isach and Abby, but I didn’t doubt his feelings for her. Witch or not, no one could fake the kind of emotion in his voice when he spoke about her.

      “So, he really said he wants to be your husband someday?” Gina asked.

      “Yeah.” I smiled, my heart melting at the memory of that promise.

      I wanted him to be my husband, sooner rather than later, but I hadn’t even finished high school. And now we had Ivy to deal with—again—along with this stupid bond.

      “Dibs on being your maid of honor,” Abby said, raising her hand.

      I laughed. “I wouldn’t dream of asking anyone else.”

      “You look so happy, Chloe. You’re glowing,” Whitney said.

      And with those two little words—you’re glowing—the world around me seemed to stop. All the air was forcefully sucked from my lungs. My heart was like a knife, stabbing at my ribs. My stomach recoiled and knotted.

      Jax was forever telling me I was glowing or that my aura was a particular color, one always tied to my emotions. I couldn’t help but wonder where he was right now, what he was doing. If he was okay. I hoped so. Though I doubted he was all right. I’d broken his heart tonight, and I knew from experience that’s not something you just got over. Still, Jax was strong; he’d be okay eventually.

      “Chloe? Are you okay?” Whitney asked, her hand over mine, snapping me from my thoughts.

      “Yeah. It’s just been a very long night.” I forced a smile.

      Between the dance, telling Jax I didn’t want to be with him, and then facing Ivy, the night was finally catching up with me.

      “I’m exhausted,” I said.

      Whitney gave me a knowing smile, patted my hand, then stood. “I can tell everyone to leave,” she offered.

      “No.” I shook my head, my resolve firm. “I have a lot to celebrate tonight.”

      “Yes, you do,” Abby said and stood. “So, let’s have some fun!”

      I forced all thoughts of Jax from my mind. I did what I needed to do, and I wasn’t going to feel bad about choosing Trent. I loved him, and my future was with him. After all, both he and Jax had told me to be selfish, to make this choice for me. And that’s what I had done. I refused to feel guilty about that.

      “Oh, Abby. Are we staying here tonight?” I asked.

      “Yup.” She grinned.

      I spent the next half an hour hanging out with my friends, dancing, and laughing. Thoughts of Ivy and Jax faded, and I allowed myself to just be happy—something I hadn’t really done in too long.

      Ellie, Gina, and Tonya left, taking Nick and Luke with them. Abby sat on the couch, and Isach was next to her. They appeared to be engrossed in a deep conversation.

      “I think I’m going to go to bed,” I said to Whitney around a yawn. “Thank you for everything.”

      “That’s what best friends are for.” She gave me a hug. “I want the non-human version of what happened tonight,” she whispered.

      “Tomorrow. Promise.” I headed to Trent’s room to find him sitting on the edge of the bed, head down, elbows on his knees. “Trent?”

      He glanced up and smiled. His eyes were crystal blue, but there was a hint of sadness behind them, a regretful torment. That was the same look he’d had in his eyes when he’d broken up with me. My breath caught.

      His shoulders were slumped, and he looked exhausted. Tonight had been just as hard for him as it had been for me.

      I closed the door and crossed the room to stand in front of him. “Are you okay?” I asked, fear weighing down my voice.

      Trent clutched my waist, then stood, bringing his body flush to mine. “I am now.” He breathed the words as if they somehow anchored him. He flexed his hands and pulled me closer.

      I tilted my head so I could see his face. “Are you sure?”

      Nodding, he licked his lips. “Did you give your friends all the details about tonight?” A small smirk tugged at his lips.

      “Most of them.” I laughed. “The consensus is you’re the best boyfriend in the world, and they’re all jealous.”

      “Hmm,” he hummed, and my heart fluttered. Then he adjusted his hands so they were flat on my back, his touch searing. “Your boyfriend, huh? I really like the sound of that.”

      “Me too.” I dragged my hands up his arms and leaned closer.

      My lips parted, and my eyes fluttered closed in anticipation of a kiss that crashed down on my lips a second later. There was something different about this kiss, though—something more intimate, like we were making yet another promise to one another.

      A promise that we’d never again be apart.
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      Freshly showered and comfortably dressed in one of Trent’s T-shirts, I was now snuggled up next to him in his bed. The party had mostly ended, only a few people remained, and the house was somewhat quiet.

      Trent had insisted on locking ourselves in his room, and I hadn’t argued. The blackout curtains were closed, and the door was securely locked. It was just me and him, and I wouldn’t want it any other way.

      He stroked his fingers up and down my arm, leaving goose bumps in his wake. How many times had I been with him like this? Everything about this position, about us, was so… right. And now, if everything went as I hoped, I’d have an eternity of this with him.

      Sighing, I draped my arm across his stomach and wiggled closer.

      “I thought the day you almost died was the worst day of my existence, but that was nothing compared to how I felt tonight when Jax told me you showed up at his room.” Trent pulled me even closer. “Thinking I might have to see you with him every day, knowing you chose him over me… that was my darkest moment.” His voice was strangled with emotion.

      Why was he bringing this up now? He knew why I’d gone to see Jax first.

      I twisted my head to glance up at him. “And now you’re stuck with me for an eternity,” I teased. There had been far too much doom and gloom and heartache in my life lately; I wanted to enjoy the good for a little while.

      He smiled. “Are you going to tell me what changed your mind about wanting to become a vampire?”

      Looked like I wasn’t going to get a chance to just enjoy being with him. He obviously wanted to talk about this right now. The sooner we got through this, the sooner we could put it behind us and focus on our future.

      “You did,” I said with a sigh.

      “Me?”

      I nodded and folded my hands on his chest, resting my chin on my hands so I had a clear view of his face. “When you broke up with me, I was devastated. All I could think about was you, about the way you always smiled at me, the way you’d hold me and kiss me, the way I always felt so safe with you.” I swallowed back the emotion threatening to choke me. “I realized there was a strong possibility I’d never have that with you again, and I couldn’t stand it.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “You don’t have to keep apologizing. I already forgave you, remember?”

      “I know, but the guilt I have about all of this…” He shook his head.

      “Tell me about it,” I mumbled.

      “What’s that mean?” He rolled onto his side, and I did the same so we were facing each other. He curled his hand around my waist and yanked me to his body; not even enough a breeze could pass between us. “That’s better,” he said.

      I admittedly loved how much more affectionate he’d been since we’d gotten back together, and I hoped he never stopped.

      “Every time I’d go home after spending time with Jax, I’d be hit with this crushing guilt and shame, like I’d done something wrong, or I was betraying you. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t think or speak. All I did was cry.”

      “I remember you telling me that.” He pressed a featherlight kiss to my forehead. “I’m sorry,” he whispered again. “Wait.” He eased back, brow raised. “Does that have anything to do with why you dragged me out of the cafeteria that day and asked me to kiss you?”

      I laughed. “Yeah. I needed to know if I’d have the same reaction when I was with you.”

      “Did you?”

      “No. I mean, a little. There was some guilt after, but only when I was physically near Jax. When the guilt hit me after being with him, though, it was constant and unrelenting. All I had to do was think about you, and I was wreck,” I said.

      I fiddled with the front of his shirt, pinching the fabric between my fingers, then smoothing it out. “And that night I came here after being out with Jax… I saw you standing in your doorway, and it was like someone had reached into my chest and ripped my heart out.”

      “Hmm.”

      “That’s when I started to think it was all because of the bond. I’m physically drawn to him, and that’s hard to resist, so when I was with him, I was happy, but it wasn’t real. I know that now. Because if it was, I wouldn’t feel so rotten whenever I left him.” I stared at Trent’s chest, unable to look at his face for fear of what I might see there.

      “How do you feel when you’re with me? Do you wish you were with him?”

      “No, never.” I finally looked up at him.

      His eyes were dark, bordering on black.

      “When I’m with you, I’m with you. One hundred percent. Always.” I placed my hand on his cheek, and he leaned into my palm. “It was never that way with Jax. And these past two weeks when I refused to see either of you…” I took a deep breath and continued.

      “All I thought about was you. How much I missed you. How badly I wanted to see you and touch you and kiss you.” I smiled faintly. “I thought about Jax, too, but it wasn’t nearly as overwhelming as when I was actually with him. That’s how I knew I couldn’t trust what I felt for him.”

      Trent turned his head and pressed his mouth to my palm in a tender kiss. “Thank you.” His voice was deep and raspy, the sound sending shivers through me.

      “I need this bond gone.” My tone was emphatic. “I want it gone, which is another reason I changed my mind. But I have to find a way to remove this bond.” I put my hand back on his chest, right over his heart. “Because you gave yourself to me for eternity, Trent, and I’m finally ready to do the same. I’m yours. For eternity.”

      His mouth landed on mine so hard and fast my head spun. Everything about his kiss was passionate and dominant. He guided me over onto my back.

      I hooked my arms around his neck, not wanting him to move too far away from me. “And I don’t just mean becoming a vampire, either.”

      Head tilted, he raised a brow. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m your soulmate, and you’re mine. Before you change me, I want you to claim me.” With those words, I felt like my heart was going to burst free from my chest, but I didn’t regret a word of what I said.

      “Do you have any idea how long I’ve waited to hear you say that?” Brushing strands of hair away from my face, he kissed me again, softer this time but no less hot. “But I can’t do either of those things.” He frowned. “And that kills me, Chloe, to know there are so many things you want that I can’t give you.”

      Not this again. “Which is exactly why we need to talk to Ivy,” I said.

      Trent groaned, and he hung his head. “If I thought for one second that Ivy could help us, I’d be kicking her door down right now, but she can’t. And we can’t trust her.”

      “How do you know she can’t?” I asked, my tone insistent. “I’ve tried everything I know of, and nothing has worked. Maybe Ivy is the answer.”

      “She’s not,” he said, his tone hard.

      I scowled. “Why won’t you even consider this?”

      “Can we please not fight about this? Not tonight.” He brushed his thumb across my bottom lip, his lips following closely behind. “We’re finally together again, and that’s all I care about right this second.”

      Sighing, I reluctantly nodded. Eventually, we’d have to talk about this and make a decision, but for tonight, I was willing to let it go. Because he was right—we were finally back together, and all I wanted was to be with him.

      “Thank you,” he whispered. “So, you’re absolutely positive about wanting to change? Because if not, tell me now.”

      “Don’t try to weasel your way out of this,” I said, smiling. Then I held up my hand. “You already put a ring on it, buddy. You’re stuck.”

      He laughed and lined his hand up with mine before lacing our fingers. “I have another ring, you know. A more permanent one.”

      My breath hitched, and my eyes widened. He had an engagement ring? That must be what he was talking about, right? My heart was once again out of control, banging around erratically.

      “You do?” I asked, my voice more of a squeak.

      “Mm-hmm.” He brushed his lips across my knuckles, then kissed the back of my hand. “I didn’t go see your father just so I could get his permission to be with you. I went to see him to ask for his blessing to marry you.”

      “Then why didn’t you ask me that?” I whispered.

      “Because I saw the look on your face when I reached into my bag. You were terrified. I could smell your fear. Just like I can now.” He smiled sadly. “I suspected marriage might be too much right now, so I bought the promise ring.” He twisted the ring on my finger, his gaze trained on his movements. “But make no mistake, Chloe.” He pinned me with an intense stare. “I don’t want to wait to marry you and adopt a herd of kids.”

      I laughed, but it came out sounding more like a sob. Silent tears slid down the sides of my face. He hadn’t said anything about claiming me or changing me. Probably because he knew as well as I did that doing those things was nearly impossible now. Though, I refused to give up, and I wasn’t going to let him, either.

      “But I’ll wait until you’re ready. I’ll wait an eternity if I have to.” He winked.

      Drawing in a shaky breath, I wiped my face. “Well, we can’t wait that long. I’m not going to get old and wrinkly while you stay young and hot.”

      He barked out a surprised laugh. “So, you think I’m hot?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re such a dork.” But he was mine, and I never wanted to experience life without him ever again. “My dad really gave you his blessing to marry me?”

      Trent nodded. “Eventually. Like I said, he made me swear a blood oath, and I had to promise he could kill me if I ever hurt you. Then there was the contract he made me sign… That sucker was at least two hundred pages and ironclad.”

      I laughed again and snaked my arms around his neck, needing to feel him closer. I loved this side of Trent, the fun, easygoing, teasing version of him.

      “Can I see it?” I asked.

      “The contract?” He shook his head. “Your father was supposed to email me a copy, but he hasn’t yet.”

      I sighed with fake annoyance. “The ring,” I said, my tone light with humor.

      “Oh. Right. The ring.” His eyes were a crisp, piercing blue—the shade they always were when he was happy and relaxed. “That depends,” he said.

      “On what?”

      His expression turned serious as he brushed his lips over mine in a teasing kiss. “Are you ready to let me put it on you?”

      My heart slammed hard in my chest and then began a rhythmic thumping to the tune of say yes, say yes, say yes. Was I really ready to get engaged, though? Of course, I had promised to become a vampire and spend eternity with him. Marriage was nothing compared to that.

      My dad had given his blessing, but there was still Aunt Beth and Uncle Dean. They’d freak out if I came home with an engagement ring on my finger. Technically, they hadn’t even met Trent yet. Or again?

      “No,” I finally said. “Not yet. There are things we need to do first.”

      His expression remained exactly the same, and I couldn’t tell if he was upset or not. “Such as?” He moved to kiss along my jaw, and I tilted my head.

      “Well, you need to meet my aunt and uncle.” I closed my eyes, savoring the feel of his lips expertly working their way down my throat and neck.

      “Of course.”

      “We need to graduate from high school.” I threaded my fingers into his hair, his locks soft against my skin.

      “Right.” His mouth moved across my collarbone, each tiny kiss featherlight and as hot as a branding iron.

      “Maybe college. I haven’t decided on that yet.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      Was he even listening to me? I was starting to think he hadn’t heard a word I’d said. “I’d like to talk
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