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      10 YEARS AGO:

      Why were we here?

      I sneered at the kids running around the playground equipment. My little brother was one of those squealing brats. This was a good time for Mase, whereas I didn’t play well with others. I thought our mother learned that after my last playdate. She said I overreacted, that Brandon didn’t mean to hurt Mase.

      My father got it. When Brandon’s parents showed up complaining about their son’s broken arm, he just told them to keep a closer eye on their kid before he slammed the door in their faces.

      I eyed my father and the other four men who sat across the picnic table. How many times did he tell me that the Order had to remain nothing more than whispers in the dark? Secrecy was important.

      So, why were the men who ran the Order sitting at a picnic table with an eight-year-old kid, looking like they were ready for a business meeting? Not exactly inconspicuous if you asked me. Especially with the armed guards surrounding us.

      The Kings didn’t get along. Unless it was Order business, they didn’t get together. Not to mention that there were better places to meet than the park. I was reminded of the Order’s oath every time they argued–an oath they seemed to forget:

      
        
        The Ravens stand strong,

        Through credence and time,

        My brother is my bond,

        His family is mine.

      

      

      I looked over at Dr. Creswell, wondering if he was the reason we were here? His son, Silas, was being initiated tonight with Mase. Next to him was his brother, Sebastian. Sebastian’s son, Finn, was only two, but the kid was stupidly smart–he literally remembered everything.

      Preston, Ava, and Parker’s father, Dean Whitley, sat on the other side of the table. Beside my father, looking as bored as I was, sat Ryker Hudson. He was my best friend Logan’s father and the cause of current tension between the Kings.

      “Dad! Dad! Look at me!” Mase yelled, waving his hands in the air while jumping up and down on the slide. “Watch how fast I can go!”

      Should I tell him to stop? Could we leave if he fell?

      Waving my little brother off, my father murmured, “That’s great, Mase.”

      Taking a trip down the slide wasn’t something our father considered worthy of his attention. My gaze narrowed on him. Why was he humoring Mase?

      “Why are we here?”

      My father’s brow rose. “Is there something wrong with a father wanting to spend time with his boys?”

      Yes! He didn’t play catch with us, and we certainly didn’t do trips to the park. Such activities were trivial, and trivial was for the mundane and unimportant.

      “Alright. Should we build a sandcastle first?” I said, calling his bluff. “Or do you want to push me on the swings?”

      He sighed and waved his hand through the air. “The park wasn’t my first choice, but it will keep your brother occupied.”

      “Could’ve left him with Mom?”

      “Your mother’s behavior lately is… distressing.”

      I’d seen her cry a couple of times, but that’s just what girls did. Pull on their hair once, and they go running off to cry to the first adult they see. Pfft! Crybabies.

      “You should’ve let me bring my boy,” Ryker interrupted.

      “Your boy’s not ready,” my father argued.

      “And yours is?”

      “Yes.”

      “Logan’s the same age-”

      “Enough!” Dean Whitley piped in. “My boy’s older than both of yours, and you don’t hear me complaining.”

      Ryker’s green eyes narrowed in on Dean. “My boy’s–”

      “Not the future leader,” Dr. Creswell calmly pointed out.

      I watched them bicker and groaned, “If you guys are going to be a while, let me know. I’ll find something else to do.”

      There was a kid laughing on the monkey bars… I could push him off.

      “Your boy’s impatient,” Ryker said. “Not a good quality for a leader to have.”

      I wasn’t afraid of him, unlike the other kids who called Ryker “the boogieman.” Logan started climbing through my bedroom window in the middle of the night. He wouldn’t talk about it, but I saw the bruises.

      “Tell me, Ryker, does your wife know where you were last night?” I smiled when his face lit up with anger. That’s right, I saw you sneaking out of my mother’s room. “It’d be a shame if she found out …” And by she, I meant my father.

      “Watch your tone, Micha!” my father scolded and slapped his hands on the table. “Ryker is a King, and you will respect him!”

      My hands balled into fists. My father was just doing what he was supposed to do. No one disrespected a King. Ryker’s smile still pissed me off though.

      “Now, if we could get back to what brought us here.” My father took a minute to straighten up and regain his composure. “Tell me, son, what did you think of last night?”

      Tearing my gaze off Ryker, I shrugged and said, “It was okay.”

      “Did you feel sorry for that girl?”

      She crossed the wrong people and paid the price. Nothing I hadn’t seen before. The only difference was that they made me watch. I’d never forget the moment she sank to her knees, eyes still burning with hatred, and her fists balled.

      “Why should I feel sorry for her?”

      “Do you think you should feel sorry for her?”

      I hated it when he did that shrink stuff. Answering a question with a question.

      “Just tell me what you want me to do.”

      Ryker snorted. “Your boy’s got an attitude problem.”

      “I can handle my son,” my father growled.

      Ryker shrugged in response.

      Turning his attention back to me, my father sighed. “Alright, Micha, one day you’ll be the king of Kings.”

      I rolled my eyes. Tell me something I don’t know.

      “And every king needs a queen,” he said, sliding a black binder across the table.

      I opened it up, forehead crinkling at the pictures of girls. They were all around my age, playing in a white room. I knew the room well. It was the same place our initiations took place. Being the eldest Kessler and next in line for the throne, I had to attend every initiation. I was only four at Preston’s.

      Looking up at my father, I asked, “Did they do something?”

      “No,” he stated flatly. “I want you to pick one.”

      “For what?”

      “To keep.”

      My lip curled. “Why would I want to keep one? What am I going to do with a girl?”

      Ryker chuckled. “Trust me, boy, there’s plenty you can do with a girl.”

      I knew what men did with women. I just didn’t understand it. My father said I would when I was older, but I couldn’t see that happening. The only girl I spent time with was Ava, and I’d rather punch her than kiss her.

      “Will she be like the girls at Malum?”

      My father shook his head. “The girls at Malum are for everyone to use. This one you’ll marry. She’ll bear your children and do whatever else you’d like. If you choose to share her, that’s your prerogative. But she’ll belong to you and you alone. Do you understand?”

      I didn’t, but I nodded anyway. Was owning a person like having a pet?

      “What if she doesn’t listen?”

      “Well, son,” a slow smile spread across his face, “Then you make her.”

      I liked making people do things. Billy Johnson wouldn’t get off the swing so Mase could have a turn… now he didn’t go on the swings at all. Returning my attention to the pictures, I scanned through the images.

      A blonde in a pink party dress. A girl building a block house, and another coloring. Page after page of smiles and happiness, just like this stupid park.

      “Whatcha looking at?” Mason asked, peering over my shoulder.

      I sighed. “Go back to the park, Mase.”

      “Will you come with me?” he pleaded, hope shining in his green eyes.

      I scanned his jeans and red shirt, crinkling my nose at the dirt and grass covering it. “No.”

      “Come on,” Mase frowned. “Look, we can kick over that guy’s sandcastle, and then build our own.”

      The kid in the sandbox had his tongue out, completely focused on what he was doing. Bet he’d cry if I destroyed it.

      “Go away,” I grumbled, angry that I was stuck looking at stupid girls. “I’m busy.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Your brother’s looking for his future bride,” my father answered.

      “Why? Girls are gross.”

      My father snickered. “You won’t always feel that way.”

      I ignored them and continued flipping through the binder, uninterested.

      “Wait.” Mase pressed his grubby finger on a picture of a red-haired girl. “I like her freckles. Can I have that one?”

      This girl was too small and thin. Why would Mase want her?

      “If you want,” my father nodded. “But you don’t have to choose now.”

      I closed the book. “Do I?”

      “No. Ryker didn’t pick Paisley until later, but her family wasn’t cooperative and there were a few casualties. Paisley didn’t take it well.”

      “She’s fine now,” Ryker argued.

      “But at what cost?” My father let out a puff of air and waved his hand over the binder. “These girls won’t be a problem.”

      I was getting ready to reopen the binder when a small voice interrupted me.

      “S’cuse me…”

      Annoyed, I turned around, glaring at the girl in a yellow dress. She was small, with pale skin and black hair.

      “I lost my puppy. He’s this big.” Her hands motioned a size far too small for any dog. “His ear goes like this,” she said, cupping a hand on the top of her head, “And he has a tail.”

      A dog with a tail and ears. Idiot! I watched her pigtails sway in the breeze and smirked at the worry that shone in her deep blue eyes. Maybe this day wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      Mason jumped up before I could say anything. “I can help look. If we find him, will you help me build a sandcastle? But we have to wreck his first,” he added, pointing at the sandbox.

      “Why do we haveta do that? We sit side him and make a bigger one.”

      I snorted. She couldn’t even talk properly. What was she, five?

      “Huh.” Mase looked up, confused why that thought never occurred to him. And it shouldn’t have. Why should he share the sandbox with anybody? If he wanted it, then he should take it!

      “Okay!” Mase agreed, and grabbed the girl’s hand. “Let’s find your dog.”

      My arm shot out, stopping them. “I don’t think you should.” I wasn’t going to let some girl make my brother soft.

      The girl’s head cocked to the side. “How come?”

      “He’s probably dead.”

      Shock pulled at her features. “Nuh uh, he runned away. That’s all.”

      “Nope.” I shook my head. “He’s dead.”

      Mase’s eyes popped open. “Do you really think he’s dead?”

      I shrugged.

      “Cool,” he exclaimed and ran off. “I’m gonna see if I can find the body!”

      Based on her expression, my brother just added fuel to the fire.

      Her face twisted in anger. “You’re not very nice.”

      “Why should I be nice? You’re the one who came up to me, looking for your dead dog.”

      “He’s not dead!” she shrieked, stomping her foot.

      “No one cares about your dog,” Ryker sighed, waving his hand dismissively.  “Now run along before you annoy me.”

      Most kids shied away from Ryker, but not this girl. She huffed, straightened her back, and stared him right in the eyes. “My daddy says that I don’t have to listen to you.” Her gaze swept over the Kings as she added, “That you’re bad men.”

      Ryker’s brow wasn’t the only one that rose.

      My father leaned forward, his elbows braced on the table. “What’s your name, child?”

      “Riley Marie Adams,” she stated proudly.

      The Kings exchanged a sideways glance, but it was Ryker who spoke. “Your daddy’s the deputy sheriff, isn’t he?”

      She nodded sharply. “Yes, he is.”

      The Kings had had some problems with the new deputy sheriff. He wouldn’t get ‘in line’, as my father called it, and kept poking his nose in places it didn’t belong. They’d discussed what to do with him during last night’s lesson.

      Dr. Creswell leaned in closer to my father. “How did we not know about this?” he asked, nodding at the girl.

      “It seems our new deputy is very astute,” he answered, eyes stuck on Riley. “I didn’t expect him to be hiding a family.”

      Dean’s brow rose. “He’s not stupid. Family is a weakness.”

      “One we can exploit.” Ryker tilted his head and smirked. “Do you like games, little one?”

      Riley eyed him for a second, unsure, but then slowly nodded.

      “What are you doing?” Sebastian whispered.

      “What none of you have the balls to do,” Ryker murmured, keeping his focus on the girl watching us. “Would you like to play a game with me, little one?”

      Before she could respond, a woman with black hair ran up.

      “Riley!” she called out, crouching down and grabbing her shoulders. “Ay dios mio! Don’t run off like that!”

      “But Mommy!” Riley whined. “I was looking for Charlie.”

      “I don’t care! You don’t run away like that!” The woman stood and turned our way. “I’m sorry if she bothered you.”

      “No bother,” Ryker said, his green eyes glimmering.

      My gaze locked on Riley, who was standing there with a scowl on her face. When she looked back at me, I mouthed, “He’s dead.”

      “He’s not! You butthead!” she spat out confidently.

      “Riley!” her mother gasped, shocked. “What did I tell you about calling people names?”

      “But Mommy –”

      “Don’t ‘but Mommy’ me, missy! Now apologize!”

      I had to hold back a smile when she frowned and huffed, “I’m sorry.”

      “Is that how we apologize, young lady?”

      I understood the frustration shining in her eyes. It came with being a kid, when adults wouldn’t listen to you.

      Riley sighed, wandered over, and hugged me. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” I smiled, and added in a whisper only she could hear, “Dog killer.”

      She pushed me away and yelled, “I hate you!”

      “Riley–” Her mother started to scold her, but I held up my hand.

      “It’s okay,” I said, placing a sad expression on my face. “Some kids just aren’t that nice.”

      Riley reared back, her mouth open in shock.

      “Oh, you poor boy.” Her mother hugged me, then glanced over her shoulder at Riley. “You and I are going to have a talk with your father when he gets home.”

      Riley said nothing, just stared in disbelief. It was amazing how quickly an adult would side with a sad child. Like cheering them up would somehow make their pathetic existence better.

      “You know how your father and I feel about bullying,” her mother said, shaking her finger.

      “I only offered to help find her dog.” I gave Riley a smile while her mother’s back was turned, and mouthed ‘dog killer.’ “Then she started calling me names.”

      “You’re a whore!” Riley screamed, before she slapped me and took off.

      My fingers dug into my flesh as I cupped my stinging cheek. She hit me! She actually hit me!

      “Riley Marie Adams! Get your butt back here right now!” her mother called out.

      “No, I hate him!” she yelled and ran across the playground.

      “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what’s gotten into her,” her mother apologized and rushed away.

      The Kings burst out laughing, stinging me more than the bite from her strike. I watched Riley run around, dodging her mother, and balled my fists. She thought she could make a fool out of me?

      I was Micha William Kessler, next in line to lead the Order of Ravens and Wolves. My family owned this town, and who was she? A nobody, worth less than nothing.

      “Can I pick any girl I want?”

      “Yes,” my father nodded, still chuckling at my humiliation.

      I gritted my teeth and hissed, “I want her.”
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      My lip curled at the scent of fish in the air. The Docks in Ashen Springs was a shit neighborhood. Last week someone was shot a block away, and there was a string of break-ins a block down from that. But on this street, my street, I could hear water softly lapping off the docks. Two days. That’s all it took to clean this street up.

      Not many people dared to go against me. Compassion and mercy weren’t things I was known for. I killed my first man when I was ten, and eleven for a woman. Did I feel bad about it? No. Only the weak had a conscience. Guilt could drive a person mad–my mother taught me that.

      I walked up to the run-down brown and white apartment building. It was the only structure on this street I gave a fuck about. On the third floor—in apartment 3c—was the pigtailed little brat that slapped me in the park, Riley Adams.

      My little mouse was a stubborn thing. For years I taunted her, humiliating her every chance I got, but she refused to back down. Even with tears sparkling in her sapphire eyes, she fought back. Maybe I would’ve lost interest if she had broken?

      Despite all the bravado, Riley was an easy target. The poor girl from the Docks, with an alcoholic mother. But it wasn’t her tears I wanted; it was her hatred. That rage burning deep in her eyes, that was my crack.

      I needed it. Craved the sting of her wrath almost as much as the satisfaction of her humiliation. Our roles were simple–predator and prey. A mouse for me to toy with when I was bored. But then things got… complicated.

      I entered the apartment and headed up the stairs as I thought about that night. I was on my way back to my Jeep after a late-night meeting with Jim Severson, when movement in the alley caught my eye.

      Jim had his uses, but he was constantly pissing me off with his better-than-you attitude. Fucker owned a chain of department stores, stores that we helped become successful. He wasn’t the goddamned president! Which was why I decided to sit back and watch the figure dressed in black rob his store.

      Except the figure didn’t grab a crowbar or lockpicks out of their backpack. They pulled out cans of spray paint. Ashen Springs had been struck by a string of graffiti recently. Personally, I thought what was considered vandalism improved the place.

      The public school had a better mascot. City Hall was decorated with a beachside mural, and the billboard downtown now actually looked like the geysers outside of town.

      When the vandal hit my father’s office, painting a regal king sitting on a throne of people, I couldn’t help but admire the fucker. It took balls to stand up to my father.

      My intrigue only grew when I realized it was a girl. When I saw her eyes, I smiled. I’d recognize the rage and anger twinkling in those deep pools of blue anywhere. My little mouse was Ashen Springs’ mystery vandal.

      This was too good to pass up.

      Squaring my shoulders, I prepared to march over there and make Riley regret her decisions. Then she lifted her arms and I froze, my eyes pouring over the exposed curve of her waist.

      The more I looked, the more I saw; toned legs, perky little tits which would fill my hands nicely, and her ass! Damn! That was the first time Riley Adams got my dick hard. Naturally, I turned her in.

      I’d never forget the look on Riley’s face. It was almost as good as Bryce’s. I thought he was going to pass out when he slapped cuffs on his boss’s daughter.

      I played the concerned citizen. Stepping out of the shadows, I said, “Took you guys long enough.”

      Riley groaned and rolled her eyes. “I should’ve known.”

      “I hope you haven’t been drinking.” I tilted my head and gave her a small grin, “Isn’t the old saying, like mother like daughter?”

      I smirked and tapped the lopsided number three hanging on her door, watching it swing back and forth on the one nail holding it in place. How pissed would Riley be if she knew my father owned this place? I made him buy it, which he wasn’t too happy about.

      The place was in shambles. Worn out carpets, broken elevator, and it smelled like fish–everything this close to the docks did. My guess was that he’d tear it down the second Riley moved. He’d already started handing out eviction notices.

      Logan’s house would be a big upgrade. Most girls would consider themselves lucky if their father married Paisley Hudson. Not Riley. She’d rather die, cold in a box on the street, than move into my neighborhood. But she didn’t have a choice. Her mother died three days ago in a car accident, probably drunk again. Riley was better off.

      Stepping around the boxes littering the floor, I made my way to the bedroom on the right. I was tempted to throw the bottle of sleeping pills on her dresser into the trash. She’d been taking them since her mother died.

      I didn’t see what she was so broken up about. If anything, Riley was the parent in that relationship. She took care of the house, and made sure the bills were paid.

      Her father wasn’t much better. He should’ve taken her away years ago, and I never understood why he didn’t. The sheriff didn’t miss visits and attended school meetings. Yet, for some reason, he kept his daughter at a distance.

      No wonder no one knew what she was up to in her spare time. Riley had absolutely no supervision. That was about to change. One more week, then she’d be sixteen and mine.

      I cocked my head down at my sleeping mouse, sprawled across the mattress. Even on her tiny bed, she looked small, leg haphazardly thrown over the blanket. She wasn’t going to like living by my rules, but she would, or face the consequences.

      My hand ran through her long black hair, twisting the silky strands around my fingers. And oh, how I was going to enjoy doling out those consequences.

      Her purple Minnie Mouse pajamas caused me to smirk. My tough girl had a thing for the cartoon character. Her smiling face was all over–stuffed animals, figurines, and pictures.

      There were even images drawn in her sketchbook. The drawings I really liked were in the back of her diary. Minnie scantily clad in lace, kneeling at Mickey’s feet. Her diary also held another secret, one she definitely didn’t want me knowing.

      The bed creaked as I sat on the edge and lifted Riley’s foot.

      “My innocent little mouse,” I said, trailing my finger over her tiny toes. They were painted the same deep blue as her eyes.

      “You think your secret fantasies are dirty?” I sighed and smoothed my palm over the soft skin of her calf. “You have no idea what dirty is.”

      Riley mumbled out a groan and reached out to hug her Minnie Mouse pillow. I dropped her foot and gritted my teeth. I’d always been somewhat possessive of her. I liked picking on her, therefore, no one else could. But now stupid little things were pissing me off, like that pillow.

      I hated that fucking thing! Minnie smiling at me night after night from her spot nestled between Riley’s breasts. I wanted to tear it apart and laugh manically as I ground the stuffing under the heel of my boot.

      Fuck you, you cartoon bitch!

      My jaw ticked. If she wanted to hug that thing, fine! I reached back and pulled my shirt over my head. The air conditioning brushing across my bare skin did nothing to cool my anger.

      After carefully prying Riley’s arms away, I tucked my shirt around Minnie’s face and stepped back. She nuzzled in and released a contented sigh, making me smile.

      That’s right, little mouse. Soak it in.

      My eyes poured over her hair, to her closed eyes, and rosy cheeks. Fuck, she was beautiful. How did I not see it? I climbed on the bed and slid my hands up her smooth legs to grab handfuls of her firm butt.

      “How did I miss this ass?”

      Riley didn’t dress like other girls. I was pretty sure her entire wardrobe consisted of jeans and hoodies. Didn’t stop fuckers from noticing her, though.

      Just last week, Logan and I paid a visit to some asshole from the skatepark. He was getting a little too close for my comfort. If Riley started dressing like other chicks, I might kill a motherfucker.

      I crawled over Riley’s prone form, smirking at her sweaty forehead and heavy breaths. “Are you dreaming about me again, Mouse?” I whispered in her ear.

      Her diary was very descriptive. I knew every dirty little thought she had about me, and how much she hated herself for it.

      Riley grumbled and wriggled under me. I groaned and readjusted myself. It was getting harder to keep my hands off her. Seeing her like this made it damn near impossible. One more week, that’s all I had to wait. She’d go to Mexico, bury her mother, and when she got back, Riley would be mine.

      “Who do you belong to?” I whispered in her ear.

      “You,” she whispered back.

      It took months of nightly visits and hushed coaxes to get her to respond properly. Getting her to say it when she was awake… now, that would be a harder task.

      “That’s right, Mouse,” I said, pressing my lips to her forehead. “Be a good girl in Mexico. Remember, I’ll be watching. I’m always watching.”

      With that, I stood, retrieved my shirt, and slipped out of the room. I almost made it to the door before my phone went off.

      “What,” I softly snarled, while checking to make sure Riley’s uncle, who was sleeping in the next room, hadn’t woken up.

      Logan’s voice rang out, “Where the fuck are you?”

      He’d just won a race and there was a party at his house. I came to Riley’s, not only to see my mouse, but to kill time. Logan’s parties were epic, but I didn’t feel like being surrounded by a bunch of drunken idiots.

      “Nowhere,” I growled, closing the apartment door and locking it.

      “Uh huh,” Logan sang with a chuckle. “How’s my little sis doing tonight?”

      My obsession was my friend’s latest source of amusement. Logan used the sister angle to tease me.

      “She’s not your sister,” I growled.

      “I beg to differ. Her dad is married to my mom,” he argued, “Ergo, she’s my sister.”

      I sighed and stepped out into the cool night air.

      “Don’t tell me he’s with that trash?” a voice called out in the background.

      Naomi. Of course she was fucking there. Everywhere I looked, there she was, with her fake fucking smile. “Naomi better watch her fucking mouth.”

      “Someone’s frustrated,” Logan snickered. “She still got that pillow?”

      “Fuck off.”

      He openly laughed. “It’s safe to come over. Everyone’s gone… well, except for Naomi and some blonde chick your brother’s been eye-fucking all night.”

      “Better than fighting,” I grumbled.

      “Yeah, but she won’t give him the time of day.”

      I couldn’t help but snicker. Ashen Springs’ biggest heartbreaker couldn’t seal the deal?

      Naomi’s voice was louder this time. “Let’s see how great he thinks his little dockside whore is when she gets to Ashworth.”

      And there goes my good mood.

      I climbed into my Jeep and said, “Put me on speaker.”

      “Should’ve kept your mouth shut,” Logan tsked and did as I said.

      “Are you deaf or just fucking stupid?” I barked out. “Didn’t I tell you to stay the fuck away from her?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she sighed, making me arch my brow.

      I did not like being dismissed, especially by a spoiled princess like Naomi.

      “Oh relax,” Naomi sang when I growled impatiently. “It’s not like I’m going to tell her something you don’t want her to know.”

      Did she just fucking threaten me?

      “I’m not in the mood for your shit, Naomi.”

      “You have nothing to worry about,” she sang in that annoying tone I hated. “I’m sure her mother told her all about your conversation.”

      One night, I cornered Maria Adams at work and called her out on her bad parenting. I may have also reminded her that the contract her ex-husband signed was coming due. Two days later, she was dead. I’d done a lot of shit to Riley, but that… she’d never forgive me for, even if she was better off without her mother.

      “I’ll be there in ten,” I said, my finger hovering over my phone. “And Logan, do me a favor? Make sure that bitch can’t say anything else fucking stupid.” I ended the call and pulled away from the curb.
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      Every town or city has four different types of social classes. On the bottom was the lower class, made up of people who worked tirelessly at thankless jobs–cleaning toilets and serving food–in hopes that they’d make enough to pay their bills. Sometimes, the best they could hope for was a decent-sized box on a quiet street corner.

      Just above them was the middle class, made up of nurses, mechanics, and other skilled laborers. They had to save up for a family vacation, but they could still take a vacation. The upper class consisted of doctors, lawyers, and business owners. They had big houses, and a car for every member of their family.

      And finally, there were those people. The ones who lived in fully staffed estates. The law didn’t apply to those people, and everyone was quick to bow down to their demands. Generally speaking, those people didn’t associate with the lower class.

      This wasn’t the case in Ashen Springs, though. If it were, my life would’ve been a lot easier. There were four families who controlled my hometown. My trouble came from the eldest son of the most prominent one, the Kesslers.

      I was six years old when I first met Micha Kessler, and I can honestly say that despite what people think, the last thing anyone wants is to be noticed by those people. Because when one of the elite decides to destroy you, no one will help.

      My own dad, who was the sheriff, said bullying wasn’t a police matter. And that was after Micha pushed me off the swings and I broke my arm. Mom offered some support when it came to my outcast status; that is, when she wasn’t drowning her sorrows in a bottle.

      But she was gone now.

      She decided that a bottle of vodka–that was her drink of choice–was more important, and left me alone, which made my current situation that much worse.

      “Don’t you have any pants without holes in them?”

      I scowled at the shiny sheriff’s badge proudly displayed on my dad’s chest. Who didn’t like being picked up in an airport full of people by a cop?

      “I could’ve worn my Gucci dress, but thought it might clash with your uniform.”

      My dad’s brow rose. “Gucci?”

      What? I watched red carpet shows. Shelby made me; the one downside of having an uber-girly best friend.

      “How old is that shirt?”

      “Who cares?” I shrugged. “It’s comfortable.”

      I was a bit surprised when he took his eyes off the road to scan my outfit. Driving lessons were a nightmare. God forbid I take my hands off ten and two!

      “Get rid of it,” he grumbled. “I can see your bra.”

      The blue might be a bit faded with age, but I could hardly see my bra. Maybe the outline?

      “Oh my God! Not my bra!” I gasped and threw my hand over my mouth. “Can you imagine the scandal!”

      “I’m serious, Riley. Teenage boys get enough ideas on their own. You don’t need to be giving them any more.”

      “Trust me,” I muttered and slumped back, “I’m not giving anybody ideas.”

      I thought once that Lance Peterson was winking at me, which was kind of flattering, considering he was the quarterback, and the guy every girl in school wanted. It turned out he just had something in his eye.

      Can’t say I blamed him. I was hardly the Barbie bimbo type guys went for. While I did get Mom’s thick black hair and shapely figure, my boobs barely filled out a B cup.

      Besides, the rumors Micha Kessler had started about me and Mr. Loggings, who owned the book store, weren’t doing me any favors. FYI, I only helped him take inventory when he broke his leg.

      I’d lost count of how many times some snooty bitch, or jock prick, asked me if I’d read any good books lately. Apparently, originality was dead.

      “Did you get the flowers Bryce sent?”

      “Yeah, I got them.” And promptly threw them out.

      “Did you thank him?”

      “What exactly am I supposed to thank him for? Slapping me in handcuffs? Or locking me in a cell?”

      The smug look on Micha’s face that night still pissed me off.

      “Criminals go to jail, Riley.” My dad rolled his eyes my way, “If you don’t want to get locked up, then don’t break the law.”

      Geez, you paint a couple of buildings and suddenly you’re a criminal!

      “It’s not like I sold drugs,” I argued, with my own eye roll.

      “Do you have any idea how long it took Severson to remove that circus you painted on the side of his store?”

      Last time Shelby and I were at Severson’s, she tripped and knocked over a display. It wasn’t our fault, but that didn’t matter. To the owner, we were just some kids from the wrong side of the tracks dirtying up his establishment. He said if we wanted to horse around, we should go to the circus. So, I gave him one.

      “I don’t know,” I smirked, “But it took me over an hour to put it there. You know, as a father, you should be seriously concerned about the law enforcement in this place. I didn’t see any cops when I was out ‘breaking the law,’” I said, with finger quotes. “I mean, what if I was getting raped or something?”

      “Well, you wouldn’t have to worry about that if you were home, where you should’ve been, now would you? God knows who your mother’s been letting you run around with.”

      “Mom didn’t let me do anything!”

      “Exactly my point!”

      I wanted to say something, defend Mom, but there was nothing to say. Being known as the sheriff’s daughter came in handy in my neighborhood. Most people didn’t mess with me, and I was more than capable of dealing with the ones who did.

      On the other side, I was also known as the drunk’s daughter. At the age of sixteen I’d probably been in more bars than most adults, and was on a first name basis with the three owners of the ones closest to our apartment.

      I turned away before my dad saw the tear roll down my cheek. Mom had promised this time would be different. That she’d go through the program and stay sober.

      When things got better, I actually believed her. And then she crashed her car in the middle of the night, on an empty street. My thumb brushed over my shirt, tracing the scar on the right side of my abdomen.

      At least no one was with her this time.

      “Things are going to change. This year you’re going to Ashworth Academy.”

      “What’s wrong with my school?”

      Ashworth was where all the silver spooned assholes went. Not exactly a place where someone who knew it cost nine cents to flush the toilet belonged.

      “You need friends who can teach you better values.”

      I snorted. Yeah right, like the value of designer labels and a good manicure.

      “Over eighty percent of Ashworth’s students get into Ivy League schools.”

      “Right, cause I’m so Ivy League material,” I muttered, picking at the flaky blue polish on my nails. “Chase wouldn’t make me go there.”

      “Chase isn’t your father! I am.”

      I met Chase the night my parents told me they were getting divorced. The news crushed me, and I ran down to the bluffs to hide. Chase was standing there at the edge of the cliff with a bottle in one hand.

      He looked so lost, and all I wanted to do was help him. So I walked over, grabbed his hand, and told him it would be okay. I’d help him find his way home.

      Ever since then, he’d always been there for me. Coming to school functions, and helping me around the house. Chase was the one who taught me how to ride my bike without training wheels. He helped me with homework, and nurtured my artistic interest.

      Unlike my dad, who expected me to be the upstanding beacon of mortality that fit his picture-perfect image.

      “Chase wouldn’t throw me in jail for having a little artistic vision.”

      “Graffiti isn’t art, Riley!” my dad scolded. “You need to let go of these childish dreams and grow the fuck up. My daughter will not waste her life as a starving artist!”

      “Who said anything about starving? I hear the prostitution racket is pretty lucrative.”

      His face blanched. “You’re not having… I mean… are you?”

      Of course that’s the only thing he’d take from that.

      I sighed and flopped my head back on the smooth leather seat of his cruiser. “Don’t worry, Dad. My virginity remains intact.” And I doubted that would change anytime soon.

      “Keep it that way,” he reiterated, with a finger point.

      I threw my hands up in the air. “Well, there goes my weekend plans.”

      “I know you just lost your mother, but that doesn’t give you the right to be an asshole,” he said, turning the cruiser down a long driveway lined with lilac bushes. “Drop the attitude. We’re here.”

      I grumbled under my breath and watched the flowery bushes pass by. Maybe I was being rude? He hadn’t done anything to me. If anything, my dad was kind of supportive. He didn’t argue about me going to Mexico. He even let Chase go with me, though he could only stay for the funeral.

      I kind of expected my dad to insist I come back with Chase, but he let me stay for a week. Which was kind of shocking, considering how overprotective he was. At least that was something I could always count on.

      As soon as I saw the house, I no longer cared whether I was being rude or not. I’d like to say it wasn’t impressive, but that would be a lie.

      The perfectly cut sheets of green grass stretched on for what seemed like forever, surrounding a building that, in my opinion, was way too clean to be lived in. I scanned a pair of white pillars framing a large blue door, almost afraid that I’d dirty them just by walking by.

      A couple of men worked in a garden to the left, while a woman in a black and white uniform dusted the banister on the porch. In the middle of the driveway, a cute little cherub stood on a marble leaf pedestal, pouring water from a tulip-shaped jug, filling my ears with a soft trickle.

      It even sounded better up here. The nicest thing we had down by the docks was Shelly’s Chicken Shack.

      I don’t know why this pissed me off. You were supposed to be happy for your loved ones when they did well, right? My dad worked hard all his life, and though he was strict, he usually did the right thing. Even if it made people mad.

      I respected that about him. Maybe it was more about who owned this house? There was a time I thought my parents might work things out, and then Paisley Hudson came into the picture. The queen of Ashen Springs. My dad went off to live his life with her, and Mom turned back to drinking.

      “Only one fountain.” I stepped out of the cruiser, unable to keep from sneering at the stone cherub. “What will the ladies at my next garden party say?”

      “Stop it!” my dad ordered. “Paisley’s been looking forward to meeting you. Don’t be an asshole.”

      “Whatever,” I grumbled.

      Don’t know why he thought I wanted to have anything to do with her now. I didn’t even go to the wedding. Looking up at the house, I sighed. Guess I didn’t have much of a choice.

      My expression soured further when a blonde woman burst out of the house, waving at us. Her bright eyes sparkled in the sunlight as she rushed over.

      “You sure you want her to be my role model?” I asked, staring at her red summer dress–which probably cost more than Mom’s car. “She doesn’t wear much, and I’d hate to give boys any ideas.”

      “Very funny.”

      I thought it was.

      “Be nice,” my dad quietly scolded.

      “Oh, Riley!” Paisley cried out, pulling me in for a tight hug. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      Who hugs someone they just met?

      “Riley, this is Paisley,” my dad said, stating the obvious.

      Paisley took a step back, but kept her hands on my shoulders.

      Really?

      “You look so much like your mother,” she said, tucking a lock of hair behind my ear. “Such a pretty girl.”

      “Not as pretty as you,” I sang with my best fake smile. “Look at that dress.”

      “Oh, this old thing.” She giggled and waved her hand through the air. “Once you’re settled, I’ll have to take you shopping. I know this fabulous boutique…”

      I arched my brow at my dad. Seriously?

      He arched his brow in response.

      “Anyway, we can discuss that later. I want you to feel at home here, so if there’s anything you need, just let me know.”

      “Do you have a bar?”

      “Um, yes,” Paisley said, a bit unsure.

      My dad glanced down at me and growled, “Riley!”

      “What? She wants me to feel at home,” I said, looking up at him. “How can I do that if I’m not scraping someone off a bar floor?”

      Paisley’s face dropped into that same pitiful look everyone gave me.

      “Riley,” my dad sighed, “Your mother had her problems, but she–”

      “She what?” I interrupted, brows raised in question. “Loved me? Would never leave me alone? Or how about, I was the one thing that gave her the strength to get better?” I snorted out a snicker. “That was a good one.”

      My dad placed his hand on my shoulder, which I promptly shrugged off. I didn’t need his sympathy, and most importantly, I didn’t want it.

      “You can’t think like that. Your mother was sick.”

      “Sure,” I muttered, snatching my bag off the backseat of the cruiser and marching towards the house. “Heard that before, too.”

      “Riley!” my dad called after me.

      “Let her go,” I heard Paisley say.

      The phrase “Toto, we’re not in Kanas anymore” came to mind the second I stepped through the door. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think I just walked into a scene from Gone With the Wind. I looked up, following a wide staircase to a balcony overlooking the entryway.

      Well, I would call it a balcony, but I’m sure there was some rich person name for it. There were tiny bits of useless furniture everywhere. A table big enough to hold some weird plant, a wooden chair that a doll might fit in, and various other things.

      Mom and I had to put a book under our table to stop it from rocking, and none of our chairs matched. Here they had tables and chairs for decoration.

      The dark hardwood floors gleamed in the sunlight, and to the left, on the other side of a large archway, I could see the shiny appliances of a kitchen. I stood there, staring at the set of glass French doors on the other side of the kitchen, and the pool beyond. I was so flabbergasted by my surroundings that I didn’t hear Paisley come in.

      “Riley?”

      I squeaked and sprang forward, clutching my chest.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, settling my beating heart.

      Paisley smiled. “Would you like me to show you around?”

      I shrugged, “Sure.” Probably need a guide in this place anyway.

      Paisley pointed out each room as we passed. By the time we finished the tour of the second floor, I was more than ready to escape to the confines of my room–which I would probably need a map to find if I ever left. She opened the door and I walked in, stopping after a few steps.

      Is this a bedroom, or an apartment?

      In the middle of the room, on the plushest beige carpet I’d ever walked on, sat a large four poster bed. There was a set of bedside tables and a dresser made of the same light wood. Much like me, my Minnie Mouse pillow looked out of place among the frilly, lace-lined pillows stacked against the headboard.

      Down a couple steps–yes steps–was a navy couch, flat screen TV, and small coffee table. Because every teenager needed their own living room. In the corner by a big bay window, complete with cushioned bench seat, was a desk.

      On top of the desk sat a brand new laptop and various writing implements. Other than my boxes of crap, this room looked like it came right off the page of a magazine.

      I spotted a cluster of six original cels of Minnie Mouse hung on the wall. I dropped my bag and walked over, gingerly tracing the wooden frame.

      “Do you like it?” Paisley asked from the doorway. “They’re drawings from Disney.”

      I rolled my eyes. No shit!

      “And this,” she continued, strolling over to a framed brown leather jacket hung up by a door, “Is something someone named Ripley wore in some movie.”

      I staggered, staring at the signed picture of Sigourney Weaver in the corner by the jacket. Aliens was my favorite movie. Did my dad know me after all? My eyes narrowed. Was he trying to buy me?

      “This is your closet,” Paisley explained, opening the door beside Ripley’s jacket.

      I will not be bought by material things.

      The closet was as big as my last bedroom, and filled with clothes that weren’t mine. At least, not any I already had. There was even a place for a large vanity table amongst the rows of shelves and hangers, something completely wasted on me.

      Other than mascara and the occasional lip gloss, makeup was a foreign concept. What did catch my eye was an easel stacked in the corner with all the art supplies I could possibly need.

      “A little bird told me you liked to paint.”

      Crinkling my nose, I stared at the art supplies. “My dad told you to get that?” What happened to ‘no daughter of mine will be a starving artist’?

      “No,” she said, spinning around to walk over to another door. “Here,” she explained, opening the door to show me a beautiful black bathroom, “Is your bathroom. That’s Logan’s room,” she pointed at the adjoining door.

      Oh right. I forgot about that. My new stepbrother was Logan Hudson, best friend to the Antichrist himself. Mom didn’t just leave me alone, she tossed me into the ninth plane of Hell.

      “You two have to share. I hope that’s okay?”

      I sighed, eyeing the four-claw bathtub and stand-alone shower. “That’s fine.” Bathrooms were communal space, after all.

      “Logan’s not here right now, but I’m sure you’ll meet him later.”

      “We’ve met,” I grumbled. “If you don’t mind, I’ve had a long flight…”

      “Of course,” Paisley nodded and sauntered out the door. “If you need anything, let me know.”

      “Sure,” I muttered, resisting the urge to slam the door in her face.

      Seconds after Paisley left, R.E.M’s ‘Shiny Happy People’ blared loudly from my pocket. The song brought a smile to my lips. It was my way of poking fun at my overly bubbly best friend.

      “Hey,” I said, answering the call.

      “Are you back?” Shelby’s sweet voice rang out. “What am I saying, of course you are. If you were still on the plane, you wouldn’t answer your phone. Though I could see a miserable bitch like you dragging a plane full of people to hell.”

      “Only if you were on the plane with me, whore.”

      “Hey, it’s not my fault I’m utterly irresistible.”

      We both giggled.

      “How’d it go with your dad?”

      I groaned and rolled my eyes. “He’s sending me to Ashworth.”

      “Oh my God! I hate you! You’ll be eating gourmet food while I’m choking down the cafeteria’s soggy ass pizza.”

      I wondered what Shelby would say if she saw this room? Would she look at me differently? Would they all look at me differently?

      “You like that soggy ass pizza.”

      “Yeah, but maybe I’d like escargot and caviar better?”

      My lips curled. “Of course you would try caviar.”

      “Can’t be any worse than Maggie’s peanut butter pancakes.”

      I gagged, remembering the day Shelby’s little sister decided to make us breakfast.

      “Have you met Paisley yet? Marnie said she saw her working at the church fair. She was all smiles, handing out cookies and stuff.”

      Paisley seemed like the cookie giving type.

      “She hugged me,” I explained with a groan.

      “And she’s still alive?”

      I shrugged. “Didn’t have anything to stab her with.”

      “Well, look on the bright side… you get to live in the lap of luxury while the rest of us pretend to be excited for the neighborhood BBQ.”

      Shelby wasn’t poor. Her mom was a nurse, and her dad was a lawyer. Not a very good one, especially since his practice was barely holding on, but he was a lawyer nevertheless. They had a modest house, and enough money for Shelby to get her own car.

      “At least you’re not trapped in Stepford.”

      “Oh, come on. It can’t be that bad. What’s your room like?”

      I flopped back on the bed, hating my dad and his happy wife, with their picture-perfect house. I could keep this bed though. Wow! It felt like I was lying on a cloud.

      “It’s…” I paused, searching my brain for the right word, “Big?”

      “Damn it,” Shelby groaned. “Maggie hid Dad’s keys again.”

      “Check the cookie jar. That’s where she hides her money.”

      “You know, it’s not fair that you know more about my little sister than I do.”

      “What can I say, the squirt loves me.”

      “Ugh! I’m coming! I gotta go. Stay strong! Don’t let those Stepford bitches turn you into a mindless drone. Call me tomorrow.”

      “I will,” I promised.

      “Kisses,” Shelby sang, and hung up.

      I tossed my phone on the mattress and searched my bag for Mom’s brown sweater. I could still smell her as I inhaled the fading flowery scent and dropped back on the bed. It flooded my mind with her bright smile and sparkling eyes. Images that now caused an aching, hollow void in my chest.

      I’d never hear her voice again. Never feel her warm embrace, or smell the sweet scent of her perfume. It was all gone. Taken away by one selfish decision.

      My whole world was ripped apart because the one person I loved most, couldn’t love me back.
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      My growling stomach woke me up. It had been a while since I had a decent meal. Not for lack of my aunt trying. Every time I turned around, she was shoving food in my face. Even showed up at the airport with muffins.

      Apparently, my family’s way of dealing with pain was to eat. While my uncle and Chase were more than happy with the all-you-can-eat food supply–the only thing they could cook came from a can–all I wanted to do was lie in bed and forget about the world. Which is exactly what I would’ve done, if Chase hadn’t dragged me out every morning.

      I rubbed my tired eyes and glanced around the room, half expecting my aunt to be standing there with a plate of pan de muerto. One look around the moonlit room and I remembered I wasn’t in Mexico anymore. I kind of wished I was.

      I groaned and slapped the mattress in search of my phone. “Really? It’s midnight?”

      My stomach rumbled in response.

      “Fine. You win.” I dropped my phone and rolled out of bed.

      My search for the exit wasn’t a pleasant one. I stood in the closet for a bit before my brain registered the hanging clothes. I smacked my knee off the vanity, stubbed my toe on the couch, and tripped up the step behind it.

      By the time I made it out into the hall, I was pretty sure the house itself had it out for me.

      It didn’t help that this house was so big. The vast space held an eerie ambience in the night. My footsteps echoed as I tiptoed past shadows whose forms stretched unnaturally in the moonlight.

      The dark wasn’t something I was afraid of. Even as a child, I’d embraced it. The darkness didn’t tell my secrets. It didn’t judge, or make me feel inferior. It cloaked me in the shadows, sheltering me from my harsh reality.

      But this was enemy territory, and Micha had a thing for popping up when I least expected. I searched every shadow twice as I slowly made my way down the stairs toward the kitchen.

      Though it was only dimly lit by the patio lights, it seemed like a beacon, shining brightly in the middle of a dark abyss. One I readily rushed into.

      My first instinct was to turn on the light, but I paused with my finger just below the light switch.

      Did I really want to turn it on? My dad would be less than happy if I was up this late, and what if Logan was home? Or worse, what if he wasn’t alone?

      I dropped my arm, deciding it was better not to draw attention to myself.

      This house was overwhelming. They had everything. Literally! From an espresso machine with far too many buttons, to a separate ice dispenser–because apparently cracking ice out of a tray was too much work.

      I knew my way around a stove. My grandma insisted I learn how to cook. I think that went with my family’s motto of ‘feed them and everything will be fine.’ She and I used to have cooking parties. We’d blare the radio and dance our way through meal prep.

      I could make anything from mac and cheese, to a full on turkey dinner, and I didn’t even know what half this crap was. What the hell do you use a springy looking, long spoon thingy for? I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      I ended up settling on a bowl of strawberries. It was a simple snack to prepare, just rinse and pull the tops off. Plus, fresh fruit, most of the time, was a luxury we couldn’t afford.

      I sat on one of the stools at the island and took a bite out of a berry. The juices flowing over my tongue were bitter-sweet. Here I was, eating one of Mom’s favorite fruits, while she was rotting in a grave. Not very hungry anymore, I tossed the berry back into the bowl.

      I kept going over that night in my mind, searching for something I had missed. A clue, or some kind of sign. We’d just finished watching a movie, and I was getting ready for bed, when Mom announced she was running out for milk.

      Apparently, she wanted to make pancakes in the morning. The last time Mom cooked was my birthday the year before… And what did I do?

      I went to bed, foolishly believing that things were fine. I knew something was wrong when Chase woke me up.

      The rest of the night was a blur. My body went through the motions, but it was like I wasn’t there. An empty shell, sitting on the hard hospital chair. My dad, Chase, and Shelby tried to comfort me. I

      could see their tears and feel their embraces. But all that was drowned out by the damn deafening tick, tick, tick of the clock on the wall. The sound thundered in my ears and filled my head, until I heard those inevitable words… “I’m sorry Miss Adams, we did everything we could.”

      Instead of streamers and balloons, my birthday was filled with dirt and tears. How’s that for a sweet sixteen? While packing up the apartment, I found a present hidden in Mom’s closet. Wrapped up in pretty pink paper, with a note that said: ‘To my precious daughter.’

      It was currently upstairs packed in a box, unopened. I swept away the tear burning down my cheek and turned my attention to the glass doors.

      Moonlight bounced off the clean edge of the pool. Water had this way of reflecting things, almost like there was a secret world hidden just beneath the surface. The same as this one, just a little different.

      Much like the reflected world I painted on City Hall. A beachside mural of peace and happiness. Where no one turned to alcohol, the little girl’s parents were still happy, and the little boy wiped away her tears instead of causing them.

      My dad said it was a waste of my time and the town’s money. But Ashen Springs had yet to remove my painting. It was still there, months later, for all to see.

      My head tilted as I scanned the outer wall and smirked. Surely painting the place you lived in couldn’t be considered vandalism? People did it all the time, right? And Paisley did get me all those art supplies.

      It’d be a shame to let them go to waste. I knew how much my dad hated waste. Slipping off the stool, I crept closer to the glass doors, eager to see my next possible canvas.

      The room was suddenly flooded with light.

      “Shit,” I grumbled, throwing my arm up to shield my eyes. Busted! “I was just going to bed.”

      Hopefully my dad would buy my excuse and I could leave without getting a lecture. Except it wasn’t my dad who answered…

      “Last time I checked, the bedrooms were upstairs.”

      Logan.

      “Why is a little mouse scampering around in the dark?”

      My fists immediately balled. Little mouse… that’s what Micha called me.

      “To avoid assholes,” I snarled, and spun around.

      Thankfully, Logan stood alone in the archway. He didn’t say anything, just leaned against the frame with that stupid smirk on his face. Running into any of the Knights wasn’t a good thing.

      That’s what people called Micha and his friends–which was the worst gang name ever, if you asked me. If I had to pick one Knight to have a run-in with, it’d be Logan. The asshole was kind of charming. So much so, it almost made it hard to hate him.

      Almost.

      “You know, it’s rude to stare.”

      I huffed and crossed my arms. “I wasn’t staring.”

      “It’s okay,” he said, giving me a wink. “I know I’m pretty.”

      I rolled my eyes. “What do you want?”

      As much as it pained me to admit, he was right. There was a reason girls fawned over the great Logan Hudson. He was tall and cut, with blond hair that was tousled in a messy, yet styled way. If it wasn’t for the ink covering his neck and arms, Logan would fit the pretty boy persona perfectly.

      “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you weren’t happy to see me.”

      “Your powers of observation are astounding.” I sighed and plopped back onto the stool. “Don’t you have a puppy to kick somewhere?”

      His jade eyes twinkled as a smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Is that any way to talk to your brother?”

      “Don’t remind me,” I grumbled.

      My dad couldn’t have married that nice receptionist down at the station. No, he had to marry Paisley Hudson.

      Logan pushed off the doorframe, meandered over, and plucked a strawberry out of my bowl. He flashed me his perfect white teeth and popped it into his mouth.

      “Help yourself,” I muttered, hoping he’d choke on it.

      “Don’t mind if I do.”

      I sat back, watching him eat my strawberries, which I suddenly wanted, and tried to figure out what his game was. Logan didn’t just casually talk to me–not unless he was trying to lull me into a false sense of security–and I wasn’t about to fall for that trick.

      “Careful with the eye-fucking, sis. I wouldn’t want you getting any ideas.”

      “The only ideas I get when it comes to you involve an axe and a lot of jail time.”

      “Sounds kinky,” he sang, and shot me a playful wink.

      I openly groaned and rolled my eyes. “I don’t see your usual parade of skanks. Don’t tell me you’re playing solo tonight?”

      Logan barked out a laugh. “Oh, sweetheart, I never play solo.”

      “My mistake,” I said, sweeping my hand through the air. “Don’t know how I missed the line-up of girls waiting to bask in your masculine glory.”

      At that moment, a scantily clad blonde in a red dress decided to join us. She carried herself with an aura of arrogance, and why shouldn’t she?

      This girl would make a potato sack look great. Long, shapely legs, perfectly manicured nails, and hair that shone like spun gold. Girls like her looked down on girls like me—the ones who didn’t spend an hour in front of the mirror.

      “What’s taking so long?” she mewled, wrapping her arms around Logan’s neck. “Amy and I are getting bored.”

      “I’ll be right there,” Logan said, giving me a smug smirk.

      Well played, Karma. Well played.

      Though I knew the girl was the mayor’s daughter, I didn’t know her name. The only time I’d seen her was when her family made appearances at town functions, like the annual seaside festival.

      And by appearances, I mean they spent ten, maybe fifteen minutes, talking to a couple of people and taking pictures for the paper. Marnie called it good publicity. I called it bullshit.

      Keeping his gaze locked on me, Logan reached around and squeezed her ass. “Why don’t you two start without me.”

      Pause for inward eye roll.

      I knew something about fake. Hell, most of my childhood was spent watching Mom hide her pain behind a smile. And though this girl was staring at Logan with a dreamy gleam in her eyes, it was nothing more than a mask. And that mask dropped the instant she noticed me.

      “Shouldn’t you be cleaning something?”

      My brow rose. Guess looks didn’t account for personality.

      “And what makes you think I’m a maid? Maybe I’m round one, and you’re about to get my sloppy seconds.” Just because I wasn’t some cookie cutter Barbie cutout didn’t mean I was any less than her.

      “Round one, hey?” Logan chuckled, making me regret my choice of words. “I’m game if you are, sis?”

      “You couldn’t handle me,” I growled, glaring at the twinkle in his eye.

      The bastard laughed! Full-on belly chuckled, like I’d just said the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

      “Have you even seen a cock?”

      I huffed and crossed my arms. “Course I have.”

      “Porn doesn’t count.”

      “It wasn’t porn.” I read a lot of art books, and the male form happened to be very popular.

      “Uh huh,” Logan snickered. “I’m sure you have a closet full of slutty lingerie.”

      “Maybe I do.”

      He bent down, resting his forearms on the counter. “What do you think, Naomi?” he said, amusement and challenge sparking in his bright eyes. “Is she wearing a lacy thong, or white cotton panties?”

      They happen to be blue, thank you very much.

      The curl in Naomi’s lip deepened. “I think she smells like cheap cleaner.”

      Snapping my glare her way, I snarled, “At least I don’t smell like a baby prostitute.”

      She reared back, shocked. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

      “Naomi, this is Riley,” Logan waved his hand between us. “Riley, Naomi.”

      Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t expecting a warm welcome. Wasn’t a big deal. I’d put up with Micha and his minions all my life, none of which were the regular brand of bully.

      Besides, being the sheriff’s daughter wasn’t exactly a great qualifying aspect for popularity. What I didn’t expect was the deep scowl on Naomi’s face when she heard my name. She really hated me.

      “Daddy may have married up, but you’ll never be anything more than a piece of docksider trash.”

      Docksider trash wasn’t the worst thing I’d been called, and that was today.

      “So, no slumber party then?” I said, giving her a fake frown. “How about ice cream?”

      She flicked her hair over her shoulder and rolled her eyes.

      “Okay, not an ice cream fan?” I tsked, “How about pie? Everybody likes pie.”

      “Do you think you’re funny?”

      I shrugged. “I have my moments.”

      She leaned in, bending over the island, and said in a low tone, “From what I hear, so did your mother.”

      The smile instantly fell off my face.

      “I hear yours gets around.” I lifted my brows in suggestion. I’d seen the mayor’s wife sneaking out of Tanner’s apartment, above Chase’s tattoo parlor. “Guess her daughter’s just as cheap,” I added, dragging my gaze over the scrap of red fabric she wore.

      “Did you just call me cheap?”

      “Hmm, let’s see,” I said, scrunching my face up in contemplation. “Slumber party. Ice cream. Pie. Cheap.” I nodded and pursed my lips, “It appears I did. My bad.” I
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