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Chapter One
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The smell of exhaust fumes hit me as I stepped off the Greyhound bus and into my new life.  The driver didn’t even bother getting off since my luggage consisted of the duffel bag slung over my shoulder.  I hadn’t taken two steps before he was bumping back over the shoulder and onto the road.  

Guess Banks, Idaho wasn’t a hotspot for travelers.  

I considered my options, which were exactly nil, and let out a sigh.  I was literally standing on the side of the highway with no phone - thanks again, Mommy Dearest – and no real idea of what to do next.

A covered bulletin board caught my eye and I wandered over to it, hitching my bag higher on my shoulders.  Considering it holds all of my worldly possessions, it should be heavier, I thought idly as I perused the board.  It had the bus schedule and - thank you, God – a map of this tiny town.  It wasn’t much but it gave me a direction to start walking once I figured out which way was south.  According to the tiny map, there was a town called High Valley to the north, but nothing between here and there.  I was looking for the only motel around which based on my own sketchy brand of logic should be in the center of the town.  

I headed south, fingers crossed I was actually going south, and thanked whoever was listening once again that I’d had the foresight to wear tennis shoes when I told my mom I was going to live with Dad.  I’d packed my stuff in anticipation of what would no doubt be an epic showdown. What I hadn’t expected was the sheer vindictiveness she’d displayed.  When she realized she couldn’t stop me, she’d refused to let me take anything, including my phone or debit card.  I’d been allowed one duffel bag of clothes so I’d been choosy since I had no idea what to expect.  As I hiked along the shoulder of the highway, it was clear I was no longer in the city.  Massive trees surrounded me, the highway nothing more than a ribbon cutting through deep forest, and I shivered slightly.  When I’d decided to move in with Dad, I hadn’t really considered the consequences of my decision.  

My phone confiscated by a petty parent while I tried to figure out how to survive my senior year in the backwoods of Idaho.  Part of me wanted to turn back, wait for the next bus and go back home, but after Mom’s last words, I knew that would never happen. I had to make this work.

After fifteen minutes of walking, my duffle bag was getting heavy and I needed to find a bathroom. I was also cursing my inability to call Dad to come get me, and somewhat shocked that not a single car had gone by the entire time I walked. I was starting to think there was no town and the bus driver had just decided to drop me in the middle of nowhere.

A couple more minutes of trudging and it looked like there was a break in the never-ending wall of forest.  My steps got a little faster and then I saw the sign.

Wander Inn Motel

I snorted at the pun, but was also relieved to find it actually existed. I’d begun to wonder if Dad had just dropped off the face of the planet, but no, he’d just found the furthest place from Mom and his old boss as humanly possible.

I turned on to the gravel drive, and then stopped and stared.  When Dad had told me about the place, he’d described it as old school, retro even.  Staring at it now, I could definitely state that old school was a generous term for what amounted to a pay per hour dump.  It was one of those old types where you drove up and parked right at the door of your room.  Two levels with a staircase, no elevators here, and while it could have been nice, now it just looked like a hangout for drug dealers and pimps.  I scanned the doors to see if any of them were open waiting for a John to stroll by.

I steeled myself and headed for room 119, the room Dad said he’d rented for the duration.  Duration of what, I still had no idea.  Midlife crisis?  Licking his wounds? Finding himself?  Really, no clue here. I just couldn’t abandon him to do it alone.  Mom was the master of that.

I knocked a little harder than I intended, not realizing the door was some hollow core piece of crap.  It wasn’t long before Dad threw it open, and I wanted to ask if he’d even bothered to check and make sure I wasn’t some drug dealing thug.

“Bunny!” I winced at the familiar nickname, the one I still hadn’t broken him from using as he engulfed me in one of his bear hugs.  Even as quick as he’d been to embrace me, I’d still witnessed his surprise at seeing me.  I’d told him I was coming, but I guess he’d thought Mom would convince me otherwise.  He knew how she was, as well as I did.  

“When did you get here?  How did you get here?”  His forehead wrinkled in bewilderment – a familiar expression – and I smiled.  “You should have called, I would have come to get you from.... wherever.”

“She ‘confiscated’ my phone,” I answered, using air quotes with a roll of my eyes.  “I took a Greyhound, apparently the stop is a couple miles north of here, so I walked the rest of the way,” I explained as I checked out the accommodations, relieved to see it was at least clean, if extremely old.  The color scheme fell somewhere between rust orange, avocado green and a shade of yellow I was unfamiliar with.  There were two beds and, surprisingly, a tiny kitchenette.  It was roomier than most standard hotel rooms nowadays and not too terrible if you ignored the shag carpeting.

“Well, kid, welcome home,” Dad said enthusiastically as he watched me take everything in.  I knew him well enough to see the uncertainty he was trying to disguise and gave him a small smile.

“Which bed is mine?” I finally asked and he let out a relieved laugh.

“Whichever you prefer, Bunny.”

“You’ve got to stop calling me that, Dad.” I shook my head, glancing away to hide my smile at his use of my nickname.  As much as I despised it, I also couldn’t imagine him not using it.

“I will,” he promised for the umpteenth time.

“Yeah, when I’m eighty?” I said in my standard reply.

“Eighty, eighteen, somewhere in there,” he answered, our routine familiar by now.

“You have a month.  I don’t think you can do it,” I dared him, mentioning my upcoming eighteenth birthday.

“So little faith in your old man,” he answered, acting wounded as I threw my bag on the first bed and then proceeded to bounce on it.  

“Ompf,” I grunted as the bed gave a loud squeak and I felt a spring poke me in the back.  “Comfy.”

He looked abashed as he went to the other bed and sat down.  “It’s temporary.  They don’t have a lot of available housing and the local community college just started their semester and all of the apartments got snapped up,” he rambled, eyeing me sheepishly.

I nodded, not wanting him to feel any worse, but I did wonder how long I could share a hotel room with my Dad.  I loved him, but there was no escaping the ick factor.

“I’ll figure something out,” he promised, and I nodded as he ducked his head.  “I’m glad you’re here, kid.”

“Me too, Dad.  Me too.”
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Chapter Two
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Two days later, Dad deposited me in front of my new high school and drove off with a honk. I got a few sideway glances and some out right stares, but ignored them as I climbed the steps of what I’d mistakenly assumed was an old courthouse before spotting the sign proclaiming it to be Banks High School.  The brick building was beautiful, if intimidating, and like everything else I’d seen so far, old.  As I stepped inside, I was relieved to see the requisite linoleum floors and double stacked lockers lining the halls as I followed a sign to the office.

Half an hour later, I had enrolled and been directed to my first class of the day.  It didn’t take me long to find since the halls were numbered and apparently all of my classes were in hall 400 since I was a senior.  

I squinted at the doors trying to find Room 412.  A couple of the florescent lights were out, leaving the hallway dim.  I wasn’t paying attention so when he spoke I jumped, letting out an embarrassingly girly shriek.

“What are you doing here?”  The tone was accusing, instantly pissing me off.

“You scared the shit out of me,” I snapped back, aggravated. It took my heart a second to slow from the sudden rush as my eyes found the person who’d spoken.

I studied the guy in front of me and mentally corrected myself.  The man in front of me wasn’t smiling as he crossed his arms over his chest, his eyes the only thing standing out in the dimly lit hallway.  They were a light yellow, almost luminescent, and I took an instinctive step back when they met mine, the primitive part of me recognizing danger.

“Class,” I stammered, my heart suddenly racing again.  “I’m trying to find my class.” I waved the schedule in my hand as evidence, but it didn’t erase the grim expression on his face.  “412 is my homeroom.”

“You don’t go to this school,” he stated and I shook my head before I realized what I was doing.  

“I do,” I disagreed before adding, “Go to this school.” He didn’t look convinced and I felt annoyance start to creep back in.  This guy had me flustered and I didn’t like it.  “I’m a new student.  Hence the looking for my classroom.”  Again, I held up my handwritten class schedule since the hundred-year-old printer in the office refused to print and the school secretary had decided it was faster to write it than get someone to fix it.  “Jess Carter.”

Some of the tension seemed to leave him when I said my name and I frowned.  The entire situation was odd and as the guy stepped closer, I felt myself step back once again.  

He was huge.

It wasn’t enough he had to be brushing 6’7 or 6’8, but he wasn’t one of those tall, lanky guys.  Noooo, he was broad shouldered and there was a definite possibility his bicep was bigger than my head.  My mind immediately jumped to steroid use and the likelihood of him going after me in a roid rage when he lifted his arm, but he only flicked his wrist toward the door on the right.

“412,” he muttered before turning and disappearing down the hall.  I let out a shaky sigh, not moving until he was out of sight. I wasn’t sure if it was his enormous size or his instant dislike that had me on edge, but I could only hope we didn’t run into each other again anytime soon.  

The rest of the morning flowed smoothly as I accepted textbooks from teachers and ran the gauntlet of curious stares.  There were a few friendly overtures but for the most part people left me alone.  I couldn’t decide if this was a normal reaction to new students or I was special somehow.  I’d gone to the same private school my entire life and the few new students we’d had were the main source of gossip for weeks.

If anybody here was gossiping about me, they were doing a great job of hiding it.  When the bell rang for lunch, I followed the crowd of students to the cafeteria, glad this was one place I didn’t have to hunt for.  When I entered, I saw there were four serving stations set up, each in a corner of the room with tables in the center.  I defaulted to the salad bar since that was all I ever ate at my old school.  The quest to be skinnier than the girl next to you had been ingrained inside of me. I was surprised to find a wide variety on the salad bar and without anyone there to judge me, I took more than normal even going so far as to get regular salad dressing instead of light.

After I’d filled my plate I glanced around, wondering where to sit.  Past experience told me most people divided up into specific groups, and at the moment I belonged nowhere.

“Jess, right?” A friendly voice asked and I spun around to see an adorable guy smiling at me.  The first thing I noticed were his bright blue eyes and open expression.  

“Yes,” I managed, remembering he had asked my name.  “Are you in one of my classes?” I didn’t think I’d seen him yet and it wasn’t like the classes were huge.

He shook his head, an easy smile on his lips.  “No, I’m a junior.  We wouldn’t have any classes together.  Would you like to sit with us?”  He gestured to two tables shoved together where an eclectic group of students sat.  There was freshman mixed with seniors, one girl in a cheerleading outfit and another with a ring through her nose.  Two guys had a chess board set up between them and I noticed the guy talking to me had a football jersey on.

Now, I came from a private school, where common interests generally divided groups, and as I scanned the rest of the cafeteria, I could see the clearly defined clusters of students here as well.  This guy’s group had the unusual distinction of spanning the spectrum of all of them, but I also noticed his table resembled an island in the large cafeteria.

“No, Caleb,” another voice piped up next to me as a girl from one of my morning classes hooked her arm through mine.  “You are not stealing the new girl.”

His eyes flickered to her quickly before settling back on me.

“It’s not stealing if she already belongs,” he replied cryptically and my forehead wrinkled in confusion.  He backed away, giving a slight wave as he said, “Later.”

The arm looped through mine gave a tug, steering me to another table of girls I did recognize from my classes.  It wasn’t a large senior class so most of us wound up shuffling from one class to another together.

“I’m Leah,” she introduced herself and I responded automatically, “Jess.”

“Short for Jessica?”

“Unfortunately,” I replied to her confusion, but didn’t bother to explain the origins of my name.  I was caught by the fact that she hadn’t known my name and we had at least one class together, but the guy – Caleb I reminded myself – had known my name and he was a junior.  “What’s the deal with them?”  I asked my curiosity spiked.  She didn’t even need to turn her head to know who I was talking about.

“The Pack,” she answered instantly, rolling her eyes.  “They all live together.”  I felt my eyebrows lift at that information and she shook her head and explained, “Not like together in the same house, but they all live on the same road.”

My confusion at why that was weird must have shown because she continued, “They have their own little community.  They keep to themselves and as you can see, they eat lunch together.  They’re nice to everybody, but they’re really only friends with each other.”

“Then why did he invite me to sit with them?”  I asked, baffled by her explanation.

Leah lifted her shoulder uncertainly as she glanced over at them.  “I don’t know.  I’ve never seen Caleb invite an outsider to sit with them.”

“Outsider?” I echoed, my eyes drawn inexorably back to the table.  They were an odd collection, almost a group of outsiders themselves, which made it so strange that he’d invited me to sit with them.  “Maybe he was just being nice to the new girl,” I offered, trying to make sense out of it.

“Maybe,” Leah repeated doubtfully, clearly not buying what I was selling.  I shrugged it off and took a bite of my salad. It was nice of him to try to include me, but I was here to finish out my senior year and make sure Dad didn’t do anything crazy – besides move to the middle of Idaho.  Once I graduated, I was headed to Brown University and far away from any and all drama.

I glanced around the cafeteria as the other girls talked about people I didn’t know and noticed a couple of tables filled with teachers.  Leah caught my gaze and told me, “Since the entire school has lunch at the same time, most of the teachers eat in here with us.”  She mock frowned and added, “To make sure we don’t start a food fight or something.  A few of them eat in the teachers’ lounge, but most stay in here.”

I nodded and continued scanning the room, not sure what I was searching for until I found him.  He was impossible to miss as he came through the doors and made a beeline for the hot lunch station in the far corner from me. I didn’t even have to stretch to keep him in my line of sight – he was just that big. I expected him to join one of the teachers’ tables, but he bypassed them and went straight to the two tables pushed together in the middle of the room.

“There is no way he’s a student,” I muttered aloud and Leah heard.  She followed my gaze and giggled before letting out a sigh.

“If only,” she purred, eyeing him lustily, and I jerked my head toward her in surprise.  She sounded ready to take him under the bleachers and show him a good time.  She caught my disbelieving stare and laughed.  “All the girls have a thing for Coach Dom.”

I blinked and blurted out the first thing that came to mind, “Dom like in 50 Shades of Gray dom?”

Leah busted out laughing, shaking her head.  “Oh, I wish.”  She glanced back at him and sighed, “I’d let him tie me up anytime.”

“He’s a jerk,” I protested and she gave me a surprised look.  “He caught me looking for my class this morning and gave me the third degree.  I thought he was going to throw me out.”

Leah’s nose wrinkled as she listened and gave me a shrug.  “He’s usually easygoing.  Plenty of girls have signed up for Gym even after they’ve fulfilled their requirement just for the chance of getting into his class.”

My eyes drifted back to him, surprised by her admission, and found him staring straight at me.  My gazed dropped immediately and I cursed myself for hiding.  When I peeked back up through my eyelashes, he was talking to Caleb, who discreetly gestured to me.  If I hadn’t been studying him so intensely, I would have missed it entirely.  It appeared they were talking about me and I had no idea why.

“His name is Dominic Navarre and he lives out in the same community.  I wasn’t kidding when I said they stick together.  He doesn’t eat with the other teachers or coaches, only them,” Leah continued, tearing her eyes from him to look at me.  “He doesn’t even date.”

I must have looked disbelieving because she nodded emphatically.  “Really, you see Miss Dyson over there?” Leah pointed with her fork to a gorgeous blonde woman at one of the teacher tables and I nodded.  “She went after him for a solid year and he never took the bait.”

“How do you know?” I scoffed, thinking he might just be a private guy.  No way did a guy like that not date.  He was just too masculine.

“It was obvious,” Leah assured me and some of the other girls nodded, eavesdropping on our conversation. One piped up, “I heard her ask him out, some theater thing in Boise, an overnight trip and he straight up told her no.  No sugarcoating it at all.”

“Maybe girls aren’t his thing?” I offered, not even believing myself, as I said it.  A few shook their heads, and I propped my head on my hand, letting long strands of hair fall over my face in an effort to hide from his intense stare.  

Because he was staring, almost like he was trying to figure me out, as if a detailed analysis of my face would somehow give him the answers he sought.  Occasionally he’d glance away and I could take a breath before I felt his stare once again.

I debated getting up and leaving, but was afraid he’d follow me and the last thing I wanted was to deal with him face to face again.  After a long twenty minutes, the bell finally rang and I followed Leah and her friends out of the cafeteria and back to our hall, the weight of his gaze following me all the way out the door.

I spent the rest of the day turning over what happened at lunch and had almost convinced myself I’d imagined him staring.  It didn’t make any sense for him to stare at me because I was obviously not one of them and Leah had made it clear they stuck to their own.  

During my last class, I received a few curious glances from another girl, one I didn’t recognize from my earlier classes.  She looked like she wanted to talk to me when class ended, but I practically ran from the room. I was beyond tired and didn’t want to deal with anyone else that day.

I jogged down the steps of the school, grateful to see Dad’s Land Rover waiting.  It was the only thing he’d taken when my parent’s divorced and that was only because Mom hadn’t wanted it.  She’d had no compunction about taking the house and everything else, even though she was the one in the wrong.  Anytime I brought it up to Dad, he made excuses for her and I was waiting for the day when he finally wised up and placed the blame squarely where it belonged.

I jerked the door open to see Dad smiling at me, crinkles at the corner of his brown eyes, which happened to be the exact same shade as mine.  I was fond of calling them shit brown, but Dad would always correct me saying, “Chocolate brown sounds better, even if it is the exact same shade as shit.”

“Bunny!  Good first day?”  I slammed my door shut and rested my head back, thinking how I wanted to answer him.  My roving gaze paused when I saw a familiar group of people collected by some parked cars.  One of them was the girl who’d tried to talk to me in my last class, but the others were the ones I’d seen at Caleb’s table.  Scanning them, I didn’t see Caleb or Coach Dom, but there was no doubt in my mind, it was the rest of the group.  They appeared to have ridden together in several cars and I couldn’t help frowning at the oddness of it all.

“Bunny?” Dad prompted and I pasted a smile on my face.

“Different. It’s not Ellison Academy, that’s for sure,” I joked, referring to my old school.

“Better, worse?”  He dug, putting the car in gear.  My eyes drifted back towards the group involuntarily and I saw the girl lift her hand in a wave. I averted my gaze as if I hadn’t seen her, but I knew she knew better.

“I don’t know,” I finally answered him.  “I don’t know.”

“Well, I have some good news,” he boomed cheerfully and I rolled my head toward him.  “We don’t have to share a room anymore.”

I grinned, lifting my head.  “Really?”

“Yep,” Dad continued proudly.  “Annnnnd,” he dragged out and I waved my hand for him to say it already.  “I have a job.”

“What? That’s great!” 

“And so do you,” he added in a muffled rush and the smile on my face froze.

“What was that?”

He glanced over at me with a semi-apologetic look.

“We both have jobs.”

“Okaaaay,” I drawled, taking a deep breath.  I knew Mom had done a number on Dad and his finances. It was my decision to live with him and if that meant I needed to work, then so be it.  “Doing what exactly?”

“Housekeeping,” he said gingerly, eyeing me like I was a bomb about to detonate.

“Housekeeping?” I repeated in disbelief.  “Dad,” I started before he stopped me.

“I know, I know.  It’s not what you signed up for when you came out here, but the deal was too good to pass up,” he continued excitedly.

“Deal?” I was starting to get a bad feeling about whatever it was Dad had done.

“Yeah, I bought the motel,” he told me proudly, a huge grin on his face.  Somehow, I kept a smile on my face as I absorbed what he’d just said.  Dad had bought a crummy old motel in a tiny Idaho town....and he was incredibly excited about it.  It was the happiest I’d seen him since Mom had admitted to cheating on him with his boss, and even I wasn’t heartless enough to crush his happiness even though all I wanted to do was shout, “What the fuck?” at him.

“That’s great,” I lied, injecting as much false cheer as I could into my voice.  “I had no idea it was for sale.”

“Me either!  I went to the manager to see about getting you your own room and we got to talking.”  I bet you did, I thought, wondering how long it’d taken for the guy to see Dad was a sucker.  “He mentioned how he wanted to travel with his wife and go visit the grandkids, but couldn’t because he was tied to the motel.”  Annnnnnd there it was.  “That’s when I knew I needed to buy the motel from him.  He didn’t want to at first,” I’m sure, I thought doubtfully, “But I finally convinced him. It’s a fresh start here.  Fate brought me here.”

You mean a dart and one too many drinks brought you here, I thought but refrained from saying it.  Dad had been distraught after Mom kicked him out.  It hadn’t even mattered that it was his house and she was the one having the affair. She’d kicked him to the curb and moved his boss in immediately.  

One night, I’d gone to visit Dad, only to find him drinking and throwing darts at a map of the United States.  When I’d asked him what he was doing he’d told me he was trying to find a place to start over.

Hence, my arrival to the tiny town of Banks.

“Dad, I’m happy you’re happy, but what do you know about running a motel?”  I asked carefully, trying to keep my emotions from seeping through.

“It’s a business, Bunny.  And I can make this one profitable,” he answered confidently, a hint of the old Dad peeking out and the rest of my questions died. I’d almost forgotten this version of Dad, the one in his element when presented with a challenge.

“Housekeeping though?” I said in chagrin, redirecting the conversation and he chuckled.

“We’re going to have to operate lean, Bunny girl.  That means housekeeping too.”

“I’ve never cleaned anything in my life,” I reminded him, giving him a sideways glance only to catch him doing the same.

“Me either,” he admitted with a rueful grin.  “It’ll be an adventure.”  He turned onto the gravel drive and I tried to see the place with new eyes – the kind that were invested – but it hadn’t magically improved.  The paint was still peeling and I was pretty sure there was a busted window in room 214.

Dad caught sight of my expression and said, “It’s rough, I’ll admit that, but it’s got potential.”  I nodded, not seeing this ‘potential’ but not wanting to shit all over his dream either, that specialty reserved for my mother.

“I believe in you, Dad,” I replied with forced cheer, and he answered me with a beaming smile.  Another thought occurred to me and my eyes narrowed.  “How did you pay for this place?”  I asked suspiciously; dread forming as he gave me an apologetic look.  

“Well, Bunny,” he started and I interrupted, “Dad, no,” already suspecting what he was about to say.

“I only used a little of your college fund,” he said in a rush, like that made it easier somehow.

He didn’t seem to know what else to say, and I could feel my heart start to beat harder.  Brown University had been my dream for as long as I could remember.  I wasn’t even sure when I’d decided on that school, but it had been the foremost goal most of my life.  An escape from Mom and her demanding perfectionism, the cold house, and my little brother’s existence.  The idea that it might be gone, spent on a rundown motel on the edge of a tiny town in the middle of nowhere, was crushing.

“Dad,” I breathed, trying to control the emotions rushing through me.  I didn’t want to ruin this for him, but my mind was racing and it was hard to hold back the tears.

“Just a little of it,” he promised, holding his fingers barely an inch apart.  I let out the breath I’d been holding, hoping that meant I could still go.  “Barely a year’s tuition.”

I nodded.  I could live with that.  If it meant he was happy and my dream was still possible, then this new life of ours might be bearable.

“Granted, I might need to borrow a little more for repairs,” he admitted his expression contrite as he peeked at me.  The look on his face had my emotions taking a nosedive as my dreams faded once again.  I sucked in a sharp breath and held it for a full minute to keep myself from lashing out.  As I finally released it I felt calmer, or maybe just oxygen deprived, but I was able to address him more calmly than I felt.

“Can you do it, Dad?”  I glanced at the motel, seeing all of its flaws and wondering if what I was asking was even possible.  “Can you make it profitable?”

“I can, Bunny. I know it sounds crazy, but I can do this.”  He leaned over the console and gripped my hand.  “With your help.”

I let out a slow breath and put my faith in the man I’d always thought hung the moon.  “Alright then, let’s do it.”

His smile was brilliant and almost made up for the fact that there was a distinct possibility I’d no longer be going to Brown University, but instead Bank’s Community College.  Maybe they’d let me transfer, I considered as I hopped out of the SUV.  I let out a semi hysterical giggle at the ludicrous thought and shook my head.  There was still money for Brown, we just needed to get this place going first. I pushed my doubts aside and asked, “So, when do we get started?”

Dad shook an enormous key ring at me.

“Right now.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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The next morning, Dad dropped me off once again since none of the school buses passed the motel.  Not that I wanted to ride a school bus.  I’d never ridden a bus in my life past the one that had brought me to this miniscule town, and it hadn’t impressed me.  Movies and television had also convinced me I wasn’t missing anything.  

Dad managed not to honk goodbye this time, to my relief, and I noticed fewer stares, but definitely more whispers.  It was almost a relief.  Gossiping about the new girl was normal in my world, and I wanted normal again.

I couldn’t go back to Mom, and honestly didn’t want to, but it would be nice to have a couple of friends again.  Dad had promised to get me a new cell phone, but it wasn’t like any of my old friends were reaching out to me.  They had their own lives and from what I saw on social media, they weren’t missing me.

“Hi.” 

My thoughts were interrupted by a voice so soft I wasn’t entirely sure I’d heard it.  At least until she stepped in front of me.  “I’m Anna.” 

“Jess,” I answered automatically

“I know.  I wanted to talk to you yesterday but you were in a rush to meet the guy picking you up,” she continued, and I realized her soft voice concealed a truly forceful personality.  “That was your boyfriend?”

“My dad,” I answered, taken off-guard by the direct question.  Her soft voice and downcast eyes had given the impression she was shy, but she immediately disproved that.

“Oh, nice.  Did you just move here?”  She continued, trailing me as I started up the steps.  I debated answering, wondering what her agenda was.  She was part of the Pack and I couldn’t figure out what their interest in me was, or if I even wanted to know.  My goal was to be gone in a year, and even if having friends would be nice, I didn’t want anything holding me here.

“Yeah, a few days ago,” I answered shortly.

“Do you have brothers and sisters?”

“A younger brother,” I answered warily, under the distinct impression I was being pumped for information by the Pack’s least intimidating member.

“How old is he?”

“What difference does it make?  Are you looking for a boyfriend?” I retorted, spinning around to face her. “And the fifth degree? It’s one thing if you want to be friends, and another if you’re just looking for the inside scoop on the new girl.”

“I wasn’t,” she trailed off under my glare, seeming to shrink in on herself.

“Weren’t you?” I snapped back, ignoring the sensation that I’d just kicked a puppy, and stomped inside the school.  By the time I reached my locker I’d cooled down a bit and felt embarrassed by my reaction. It occurred to me that maybe she was shy and didn’t know how to make normal conversation, and instead asked a bunch of questions.  But I couldn’t shake the feeling that whatever I said to her would be reported back to the group.  I just couldn’t figure out why.

The rest of my morning went normally until 3rd period when the crackle of the loudspeaker interrupted our class.

“Please send Jess Carter to the office.”

I glanced up at the mention of my name and the teacher nodded to me.  I stood self-consciously as she handed the hall pass over, feeling multiple eyes on me.  I left my stuff, hoping whatever this was wouldn’t take long. 

When I got to the office there were three other students waiting.  The receptionist sorted them out quickly and I stepped up to the counter.

“How can I help you?”  She asked, not glancing up.

“Jess Carter, I was called to the office?”

“Oh, yes. Your father called and left a message for you.”  She glanced up then with a frown.  “We’re not an answering service you know.  Personal business should be done on your personal phone.”  She sniffed, giving me a onceover.  “It’s not like you don’t all have cell phones.”

“I don’t actually,” I responded dryly, grabbing the note in her hand.  “But thanks for the lecture.”

I left before she could comment and hoped like hell whatever message Dad had left didn’t require a response.

Can’t pick you up after school.

The message was exceptionally short for my dad, so I could only guess that the receptionist had summarized. I groaned, crumpling the note and tossing it in a trashcan.  I didn’t relish the idea of walking the two miles to the motel, but I didn’t have a lot of other options, not unless I wanted to beg someone for a ride, and considering my stellar record at making friends that wasn’t likely to happen.

The bell rang before I made it back to class and instead of fighting the stream of students, I positioned myself against a locker to wait.  Since everyone was headed to lunch, it wasn’t long before the halls were empty and I started back toward the classroom. I needed to grab my stuff since my lunch money was in my bag.  However, before I even made it to the hall, I was brought short by a voice behind me.

“You’re going the wrong way,” he said, his words a low rumble that somehow matched his size.  I didn’t even have to turn to know who’d spoken.  “The cafeteria is that way.” He raised one muscular arm and I noticed the enormity of his hand. He could easily wrap it around my neck, snapping it with no effort whatsoever.  I suppressed a shudder, disturbed by the image.

“I left my bag in the room. I had to go to the office,” I babbled, waving the hall pass I still held as some sort of proof. I didn’t know why I felt the need to explain myself to him. He might be a teacher, but that wasn’t enough reason for me to seek his approval.

“You’ll have to wait until after lunch,” he answered, dismissing me as he turned away. I huffed, irritated by his casual dismissal.  He must have heard me because he turned back and lifted his eyebrow.  I froze under the force of his gaze and it was only the sight of the tiny smirk on his lips that snapped me back into my normal snarky self. I despised the fact that I was a source of amusement to him, even as I forcibly ignored the thrill I felt at witnessing the tiny grin.

“I need my bag,” I managed to say; straightening my spine as if it was somehow going to put me on the same level as him.  He didn’t respond except to cross his arms over his chest, a sight I couldn’t help but follow as his shirt pulled taut over muscles I didn’t even know existed.  “My lunch money is in it,” I finally admitted, feeling like a five year old.

“The doors are locked when the teacher leaves the room.  School policy,” he explained, some of his gruffness easing.  I frowned, wondering if my day could get any worse.  I had to walk home, and now I had to do it on an empty stomach.  “Come on, I’ll buy your lunch today.”

My head jerked up at his words and for a brief second I saw his hesitation, as if he’d surprised himself with the offer.  I was about to politely refuse, because no part of me wanted to be indebted to him for anything, when my stomach growled. 

Loudly.  

To my utter mortification.

He fought a smile as I blushed a new shade of red and crossed my arms over my stomach as if I could somehow muffle the sound.

“Let’s go,” he snapped, his smile gone like it had never happened as he turned back into the jerk I was fast becoming familiar with.  “I’d rather not miss lunch waiting on you.”

He was already half way down the hall when I moved.  He held the door open for me as if he knew I would follow, and I edged past him, making sure I didn’t brush against him.  At the cashier, he paid for two lunches and when he handed me my ticket he didn’t let go when I grabbed it.

“Why don’t you sit at our table today?”

I tugged a little more forcefully on the ticket, not wanting to answer, but he didn’t intend to release it until I gave him an answer.

“Is that a question or an order?”  I snapped, wondering where the hell my bravery was coming from because the guy in front of me was terrifying.

He tilted his head as if he hadn’t expected that particular response and let go of the ticket.  I stumbled slightly, since there was no longer any resistance and he shook his head.

“An invitation,” he murmured, lowering his hand to his side as he stepped aside to let me go ahead.  I eased past him, suddenly uncomfortable with him behind me.  A quick glance around the room revealed numerous curious stares, and as my gaze skated over the teachers’ tables, I was reminded he wasn’t a student.  One teacher in particular was watching us intently and I recognized her as the one who gossip said had been rejected.

“I don’t think I should,” I finally replied, my words almost inaudible.  But of course he heard.

“They don’t matter. Not to us,” he said, following behind me.  I shifted slightly so my back wasn’t turned to him completely, and a smile flashed across his face so quickly I wasn’t sure I’d actually seen it.

“You’re a teacher,” I responded, feeling like I was warning him, but not sure what I was warning him about.

“And you’re a student,” he answered, his amusement clear.  “Is that your argument for not sitting with us?”

“No,” I answered quietly, before glancing up at him.  “But it should be yours.”  He paused, and I grabbed the first thing offered to me at the food station – a pizza.

“Don’t mistake this invitation as more than it is,” he warned, coming up behind me, so close my heart pounded.  “Caleb asked you yesterday.”

“At your request,” I declared, remembering how Caleb had inexplicably known my name.  Dominic’s eyes narrowed and I knew I was right.  “I admit I don’t get why you want me to sit with your group when it’s clear you don’t invite strangers.”

“You’re more clever than I gave you credit for.”  He stepped around me, as I stood frozen.  “I have no doubt you’ll figure it out fast enough,” he paused and added, “If you sit with us.”

He grabbed food from the hot lunch station as I tried to decide if I was going to follow him to the table in the middle of the room, or go sit with Leah, who was staring at me in awe. I released the breath I’d been holding and trailed after the broad shoulders of Coach Dom.

He had the grace not to smirk as I set my tray on the table. In fact, he ignored me completely as he spoke to Caleb, who in turn, gave me a quick nod.

“I don’t want him as a boyfriend,” I jumped at the soft statement, already instinctively knowing who it was.

“Anna,” I sighed, feeling a tad guilty for my earlier behavior.

“I was just curious about you.  Caleb said he invited you to our table.  We don’t get a lot of new people.”

“I gathered that,” I muttered as others at our table tried to hide their curious gazes.  People not at the table didn’t even bother to hide their amazement as they stared openly.  

“I don’t know what to say,” Anna admitted softly, since apparently that was the only volume she had.  The loud buzz of hundreds of voices made it difficult for me to hear her so I leaned closer.  “I’m not used to talking to outsiders.”

I winced at her words, but then considered the idea that maybe she could provide some answers.  She was willing to talk to me at least, and Dominic had practically dared me to figure it out.

“Why is that?”

“Why is what?”  Anna repeated as I bit off a piece of pizza. A quick glance at her plate had me doing a double take.  She had a double portion of the hot lunch.

“Why aren’t you used to talking to outsiders?”

She shrugged and answered, “We just don’t really.  It’s not something we do.  Sometimes people leave and will bring new people back with them, but by then they know.”

“Know what?”  I asked, wondering if finding out the answer would really be that easy.

“Who we are,” she answered immediately and I held in a sigh.

“Are you really going to eat all of that?” I asked as she finished off her first plate of food and started on the second.

“You know it’s rude to ask people about their eating habits,” she replied archly and my mouth dropped open.  She flashed a mischievous grin and added, “That was for the boyfriend comment.”

“Fair,” I replied with a chuckle.

“You never answered my question,” she reminded me, nodding encouragingly.  “What brought you here?”

“My dad.  My parents got divorced and I chose to live with my dad.”

“Here?”  She was rightfully disbelieving and I took another bite of pizza to give myself a minute to answer.  I didn’t really want to get into my Mom’s misdeeds, but I had to admit it was odd for me to choose this place over the life I’d had.

“It seemed like an adventure,” I finally answered with a shrug and then deflected.  “And my brother’s four.”

“A little young for me then,” she joked seeming to get that I didn’t want to discuss my parent’s divorce.

“So what’s an outsider doing at your table?” I asked bluntly, growing a little tired of the mystery.  She gave me an assessing glance and opened her mouth to respond when the bell rang, and I grimaced.  I was never going to find out at this rate.

Anna smiled serenely and leaned down, her voice even softer as she said, “I don’t see any outsiders at our table.”  She took her empty tray and slipped away before I had a chance to comment.  Caleb flashed me a grin as he passed and whispered, “Glad you joined us today.”

I nodded, wishing I could say the same.

The end of the day couldn’t come fast enough as my thoughts churned.  I couldn’t decide if the Pack was playing an elaborate prank on me or if there really was something different about them, and by default, me. They seemed to think I belonged, but to what?

“Jess, can you stay a few minutes after class?”  The teacher interrupted my internal turmoil and I nodded automatically.  She gave me a forced smile and I frowned, my thoughts now distracted as I wondered what she wanted to talk about.  Anna gave me a curious glance from across the row, but all I could do was shrug.

Once the bell rang, the teacher waited until everyone had left before approaching me.

“How are you settling in, Jess?”

I blinked, her question not what I had been expecting.  It seemed like a strange thing to keep me after school for.

“Good,” I answered as she stood next to my desk, her position keeping me trapped.  She gazed at me expectantly, but I kept my mouth shut.  Years of dealing with my mother had made me an expert in the art of the silent treatment.

“Are you making friends?  It’s so important to have the right friends.”  The stress she put on right gave me a clue as to why she’d suddenly decided to ‘check in’ on me.

“I’ve met several people.  Everyone is so friendly,” I replied, avoiding a direct answer.

“Reputations are equally important,” she continued and I narrowed my eyes.  “It’s wonderful when a teacher takes an interest in a student.”  Hmmm, wonder what she could be referring too?  “But it can have unintentional repercussions.”

“I don’t understand,” I replied blandly, keeping my eyes trained on her.  “What repercussions could there be with you taking an interest in how I’m doing?”  A light flush appeared on her cheeks as I intentionally misunderstood her question.

“I was referring to other teachers,” she amended, shifting slightly.

“Who?” I gave her a puzzled look, wanting to know how far she’d take this.  It was clear my arrival in the cafeteria with Dominic hadn’t gone unnoticed, but this seemed extreme.

“Coach Navarre,” she clarified, as I acted surprised.

“Coach Navarre,” I repeated slowly and then smiled brightly.  “Oh, is that the guy who escorted me to the lunchroom?”

“Yes, you sat with him at lunch.”

My forehead wrinkled with a confused frown.

“I had lunch with Anna,” I answered politely.

“Yes, but Coach Navarre was there,” she explained tightly.

“Is that an issue?”  I asked carefully and then widened my eyes.  “Are you saying Coach Navarre likes me?”

“No!” She answered sharply. “Of course not, but you can see how easily people could believe something like that.”

“He’s old,” I informed her and leaned forward as if I was confiding in her, “And kind of a jerk.”  I stood up then, the motion catching her off balance as she scrambled to stay upright.  "But I’m so grateful for teachers like you.”  She smiled in pleasure until I added, "Otherwise, people might gossip about me and who I eat lunch with and imply things that aren’t true.”

The classroom door opened then and we both turned to see Caleb standing in the door.

“Hey, I thought we were walking together,” he said, a bright smile on his face.  Gratefully, I took the out he gave me, having a feeling Anna had sent him.

“Yep, Ms. Nichols was just seeing how I was settling in and giving me some advice.” She stepped aside as I shuffled past her, my bag bumping into her.  “Apparently eating lunch with teachers is bad for my reputation.”  Caleb’s eyes widened as she sputtered next to me, but I was through caring.

I hitched my backpack higher and made a beeline for the door.  No doubt, I’d just made an enemy but it seemed like she’d already had her mind made up.  Sitting with the so-called Pack at lunch was apparently enough to convince people I was one of them, but Dominic’s attention toward me was an entirely different issue, one that came with insinuations.

When I exited the classroom, Caleb jerked me to the right, nodding toward the exit doors leading to the fields in the back.

“Are you walking home today?”  He asked, his question friendly, and overall the total opposite of Dominic.

“Yes,” I answered, wondering how someone so easygoing could be friends with – 

“Dominic,” I sighed aloud as he appeared next to me.  “Not Anna then,” I murmured, answering my own question of who had sent Caleb in to rescue me.

“What does Anna have to do with anything?” Dominic questioned with a lift of his eyebrow.

“Nothing apparently,” I replied.  “What are you doing here?”

“It appears you were right,” he stated, a grim expression on his face.

“How much does it pain you to admit that?”

“A little bit,” he admitted as Caleb watched in amusement.  “Apparently, I showed you preferential treatment.”

“Wow, if that’s preferential I hate to see what the standard treatment is.”

He gave me a hard stare, which so far was the only type of stare he’d given me, before choosing to ignore my comment.

“I figured Regina would say something and when Anna said she held you after class...” Dominic trailed off as Caleb finished.

“We thought you might need rescuing.”

“Surprisingly, thoughtful of you,” I managed, glancing up at Dominic. He caught my glance and frowned.

“Not my idea.”  He jerked a thumb at Caleb.  “Chivalry over here wanted to do it.  I thought you could handle her.”

“I did handle her!” I exclaimed, irritated at the idea he might believe I needed rescuing.

“She did,” Caleb admitted with an easy smile. “You might even have cracked a smile at witnessing that putdown, Dom.”

Dominic snorted as if that would never happen, and I took a second to notice we were walking away from the school and directly into the surrounding forest.

“Where are we going?”  I asked, stopping.  While they didn’t seem like bad guys, walking blindly into the woods with them was also not on my list of smart ideas.

“Home,” they answered in unison and I shook my head.

“I don’t live with you,” I replied tartly.

“Thank God,” Dominic muttered under his breath, not even pretending to be apologetic when I glared at him.

“Same here,” I retorted before looking over at Caleb, the easier of the two.  “I don’t want to get lost.  I’ll just take the road.”

I turned back toward the school when a hand wrapped around my bicep. Heat radiated from his palm, seeping into my bloodstream and sending warmth curling through me.

“I’d rather you didn’t,” Dominic informed me roughly, his hand dropping from me as if I’d burned him.  I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye, the imprint of his hand still branded on my skin.  “It’s not safe.”

“To walk home? Or to walk home with two men I barely know?  One of whom could break me in half without a second’s hesitation.”

“There would be at least a second’s hesitation,” he replied comfortingly, his lips tilting upwards slightly, but not enough to be considered an actual smile.  “There are wild animals.  Dangerous men who would think nothing of kidnapping a single woman off the road,” he continued, his eyes hooded as he listed the dangers.  “At least with us, you know what you’re getting.”

“Do I?”

“We’ll protect you,” Caleb promised his eyes sincere.  “We’ll make sure you get home safely. Dom is right.  Not everyone is friendly.”

“You don’t say,” I agreed, my eyes darting to the least friendly person I’d met since I’d arrived.  He smirked as he caught my glance, not concerned in the least with my opinion.

“You don’t even know where I live,” I told them, waving at the woods in front of us.  “How do I know this is even the right direction?”

“Where do you live?”  Dominic asked patiently, his confidence making me hesitate.  It was almost as if he already knew.

“The motel,” I finally muttered, noticing neither seemed surprised.  “Apparently, my Dad just bought it.”

“Nice place,” Caleb commented and I blinked at him.

“Is that a joke?”

A choked sound next to me almost had me thinking I’d made Dominic laugh, but a quick glance showed his normal stone faced expression.

“No?” Caleb said hesitantly, confusion written on his face.

“You might be the first person since it was built to call it a nice place,” I explained.  “I prefer dated and borderline criminal.”

“And you worry about us escorting you home,” Dominic mentioned lightly.  I sent him a sideways glance only to see him gesture for me to go ahead.

“I take it the motel is on the way home?”

“Actually it’s a little past our turn but like the gentlemen we are, we’ll escort you to your door.”

“Gee, thanks,” I said flatly, brushing past him.  “Next you’ll be carrying my book bag.”

No sooner had I said it then I felt my backpack slide from my shoulder, the heavy weight disappearing. I turned to see the bag dangling from one of his fingers and smiled.

“I’d protest about feminism or something, but you look like you can handle it.”

He hooked it over his arm since there was no way it would fit over his shoulder, following Caleb and me as we started walking.  I was marginally less uncomfortable having my back to him with Caleb walking next to me, but I could still feel his presence.  It was impossible to forget, even as silent as he was.

“Did you happen to put every textbook you have in here?” He grumbled a few minutes later and I laughed, glancing at him over my shoulder.  The weight didn’t seem to bother him as he kept his strides in check with ours.

“I didn’t get a chance to go to my locker today.  My bag was locked up during lunch and I was shanghaied after school,” I informed him.

“Shanghaied?  I do believe that would be considered a rescue mission,” Caleb interjected, a tiny pout on his full lips.

“You are ridiculously adorable, you know that?” I laughed, not in the least swayed by his pretty features.

“I’ve been told that numerous times,” came the dry reply from behind.

“What, that your face was going to get stuck like that?”

Caleb busted out laughing and a glance at Dominic revealed the tiniest crinkle by his eyes.  It might have been a glimmer of a smile, or more likely the sun in his eyes. I was going to go with a smile though.

“You know I’m not really into hiking,” I told them, gesturing to my tired tennis shoes.  I wanted to say I wasn’t really into walking either but didn’t want to come off as a whiner.  Cabs were my preferred method of transportation but those seemed few and far between out here.

“Why don’t you have a car?” Caleb asked, hands looped through the straps on his backpack.  The position highlighted his chest and shoulders and I realized Dominic wasn’t the only one who was built.  Caleb was too, just on a smaller scale, and easily overlooked in comparison.

“Why don’t you?”  I retorted right back.

“I do,” he answered and I heard a throat clear.  “Well, Dom does,” he corrected with a sheepish glance over his shoulder and I hid my smile.  “According to my dad, I’m not responsible enough for a car.” The note of bitterness I heard was surprising coming from Caleb and I glanced back at Dominic, who kept his face expressionless.  “Not compared to my older brother at least.”

My eyes flickered between them and I blurted out the first thing that came to mind.

“You’re not brothers, are you?”

This time it was Caleb looking at me like I was crazy and we both turned as a low rumble reached us.

“Is he laughing or choking?” I whispered in concern.

“Laughing.  I think,” Caleb answered uncertainly.  A moment later, we saw a flash of white teeth and I stepped back because it was the single most terrifying smile I’d ever seen.  “Laughing, definitely,” Caleb confirmed with a nod.

“Remind me to never make him laugh again,” I replied faintly as Caleb caught my arm and tugged me back towards them.

“Really, he’s a teddy bear.”

“Sure,” I agreed, not believing him for a second.

“Did you really think we were brothers?”  Dominic asked finally, his tone implying how stupid he thought I was.

“I wasn’t sure!” I exclaimed, throwing my hands up.

“Maybe it’s the fact that we look nothing alike?”

“You could be half-brothers,” I argued, unwilling to concede defeat to Dominic over my assumption.

“Yes, of course,” he said silkily and I frowned as Caleb chuckled at his next question, knowing he was making fun of me.  “Same mother or father?”

I growled and stomped forward.  I would admit they looked nothing alike.  Dominic had silky black hair and the strangest yellow eyes I’d ever seen while Caleb was blue-eyed with sandy brown hair.  Not to mention the difference in size.  Caleb was a few inches taller than me, probably 5’10 or 11 and muscular, but nothing remarkable.  Dominic was a giant.  There was no way to miss him in a crowd with his towering height and broad shoulders. His massive size should look abnormal – a result of the illegal use of steroids perhaps – but he was perfectly proportioned.  An oversized version of the perfect masculine form.

“Hey,” Caleb’s low voice caught up to me a second before he did.  “He didn’t mean anything by it.  We’re just so used to everyone knowing us that it was strange to have someone mistake us for brothers.” He glanced back at Dominic and grinned.  “Bonus points for making him laugh. I don’t think that’s happened since,” he stopped and I raised an eyebrow curiously, as Caleb’s face went serious.  “Well, let’s just say it’s been awhile.”

I got the feeling he wasn’t going to talk about why Dominic didn’t laugh and I wasn’t about to admit my own insane curiosity about the formidable giant, so I let it go.

“So, why do you live in a motel?”  Dominic had caught up by this time and heard the question.

“Yes, why don’t we talk about you now?”  He agreed, my bag now dangling from his hand, but he was so tall it didn’t come close to the ground.

“I thought we had,” I retorted, pausing as the path we’d taken through the woods opened up to a wide cleared area.  “What is this?”

“The path home,” Dominic answered, his sheer mass pushing me forward as I stood there staring. There was a real possibility of being plowed down if I stood in his way.  “The electric company is kind enough to keep it maintained for us.”

“Ha,” I muttered, as I noticed the enormous power lines arching above us for the first time.

“Path of least resistance,” Caleb said with a shrug.  “It follows the road for a few miles.” He pointed to the left and what I assumed was the road on the other side of the dense forest.  “We could walk along the road but we prefer the forest.”

“It’s safer to walk this way?” I questioned, not sure if I bought that as their reasoning.  They didn’t seem like people who were afraid of much.

“You could say that,” Dominic replied cryptically. “It’s safer for some.”  The implication being someone other than them. It was safer for others if they took the path in the woods.

“Oh,” I responded, not knowing what to say.

“We usually take Dom’s Jeep, but when we don’t have football practice we walk,” Caleb explained as he moved over to give me space.  Now that the trees didn’t confine us, all three of us could walk side by side, and both guys shortened their stride to match mine.

“How often do you have football practice?” I asked curiously and they exchanged glances above my head.

“Three days a week,” Dominic answered.  “Alternating weight and endurance training to keep in shape.”

“Is there a prize if one of them can beat you?”

“No,” Dominic answered flatly.

“No one ever has,” Caleb confided and with a wicked grin added, “Not even my brother.”

Dominic’s lips twitched as he glanced over at Caleb.  “In fairness, there’s no way your brother ever could. He’s not like us.”

“Hold on,” I cried.  “Are you telling me you ostracize people inside your Pack too?” I inadvertently used the nickname given to their group, as I tried to grasp that they viewed people inside their own families as different.

Within seconds, Dominic had my arms gripped in his massive hands and my feet were hanging above the ground.  I kicked them helplessly; my body suspended and held up only by his strength.

“What are you doing?” I cried out in shock.

“What do you know about the pack?”  Dominic’s question rolled right over my own as he growled at me and I felt my eyes widen. He shook me slightly as Caleb reached for his arm, and my head bobbed.  “You’ll tell me what you know,” he warned as I gaped at him.

“Dom, chill.”  Caleb was tugging on Dominic’s arm with no success.  “Put her down, Dom.  She doesn’t know anything.  You can tell,” he grunted, putting weight into his effort to get me back on the ground.

“Then why did she mention the pack?”

“Because that’s what they call you,” I spit out, kicking my foot harder and actually connecting with his knee. He didn’t so much as twitch but I felt some satisfaction.  “Put me down you Neanderthal.  I thought you said you were a gentleman.”

I’d gotten over some of my shock at being held like a doll and started to squirm.  At least if he dropped me I could run, but his hands didn’t budge.

“What do you mean that’s what they call us?”  Caleb had given up on trying to get Dom to put me down and instead stared at me in interest.

“Are you kidding me?”  I groaned in disbelief. “Put me down!”

“Answer us and I will,” Dominic stated as if it was the most reasonable thing in the world.

I kicked a little harder and he held me out further so I couldn’t reach him.  “Ugh, fine.” 

“The kids in school call you the Pack.”  They glanced at each other as I told them this and I arched an eyebrow in disbelief.  “You can’t tell me you didn’t know that.  Not after you just had a hissy fit over the fact that I referred to the Pack.”

Dominic lowered me carefully, but kept his hands on my arms so I couldn’t run. “Misunderstanding,” he murmured as my mouth dropped open.

“A misunderstanding?  A MISUNDERSTANDING? You freaking held me up in the air and demanded I tell you what I know.  WHICH IS NOTHING! I don’t care about your secrets.  I’m only here to make sure my Dad doesn’t run off with a floozy named Flo and join a motorcycle gang.  Once I graduate, I’m off to Brown.  I don’t care about your PACK!”  I was panting by the time I finished shouting and didn’t want to admit it was only Dominic’s hands on my shoulders that held me up as the adrenaline left my body in a rush.

“A floozy named Flo?”

I groaned and rubbed my forehead.  “Not that it’s any of your business but my Dad had a hard time after he found out my mom had been cheating on him for the past five years. He made some poor dating choices.”

“And you’re here to make sure he doesn’t continue those?”  Dominic asked in amusement.

“Well he is living at a motel where you can rent the rooms by the hour,” I answered tightly.

“I heard it was just sold,” Caleb added helpfully and I grimaced.

“Yes, to my Dad.  Who used my college fund to buy it.”

“Ouch,” Caleb muttered sympathetically.  “Guess my perfect brother isn’t so bad.”

“Yeah, we’ve all got problems,” I grumbled, glaring at the ground.  “Are you planning to let go anytime soon?”  I asked tightly, unwilling to look up at the giant who held me in his grip.

“You gonna fall down if I do?” He replied, his hold easing and I scowled at the realization that I hadn’t fooled him.

“I’m fine,” I snapped, jerking back as he let go.  I swayed and almost fell until Caleb extended a supporting arm.

“Fine,” Dominic mocked and I glared at him.

“Yes, and I would be even better if you hadn’t picked me up and shook me!”

He tilted his head in acknowledgement, increasing my urge to punch him, but my toes already throbbed from the few kicks I’d gotten in and I could only imagine what it’d feel like if I actually hit him.

“Okay, it was a little misunderstanding, but now we’re good,” Caleb soothed, obviously wanting to keep the peace. I eyed him and shook my head.

“You’re both fucking crazy,” I muttered and stormed away, my angry strides eating the ground.

“I have your bag,” a lazy voice called and I barely paused.

“Keep it,” I shouted back, not even bothering to turn around.

Once I got back to my room at the motel, my legs were about to collapse from the anger fueled march.  All I wanted was to sprawl on the bed and forget my day, but no.  There was a note stuck to the fake pine headboard telling me rooms 207 and 110 needed cleaning.  I dropped my head back on the bed only for








d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





