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Prologue
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Everything should've changed the day vampires and shapeshifters came out to the world just over a decade ago. But it didn't, at least not for me. I still slept, ate, ran, and went to school. I watched the same TV shows and listened to the same music. I painted pictures for my dying mom or read murder mysteries to her. And when I went out, I still couldn't tell if the people I passed on our Remington, Montana streets were human or actually Supernaturals, a.k.a. S'nats. 

No one else could, either, of course, which was the problem. If vamps and shapeshifters had actually populated the globe for eons without anyone knowing, what else might be lurking out there, ready to pounce?
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Chapter One
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In spite of the daily pranks, I liked school okay. Wednesdays were my favorite since that's when Ms. Neeson, my Civics teacher, let us watch Court TV. As the daughter of a lawyer-slash-public defender, I enjoyed the drama that unfolded before the judge and jury. Unfortunately, she never tuned in when Garrett Daniels, my dad, defended a Supernatural being sued by nasty humans with little minds.

So while I'd have loved to see Dad in action, it wouldn't happen anytime soon...or so I thought. Today, Ms. N had actually announced that we'd be watching the live verdict of the Serban Popa case. 

Several months ago, a drunken human named Rusty Westwood crashed his pickup into the Jaguar owned by Serban. Rusty died on the spot. Serban, badly injured and near final death, had crawled out of his car and somehow gotten to Rusty. After ascertaining the guy's demise, he'd fanged him and drunk enough blood to survive until the ambulance arrived.

Naturally the coroner spotted the holes and announced them to the world. Rusty's country-fried family went berserk. So did the Montana state prosecutor, who promptly charged Serban with first-degree murder, saying the vampire planned the accident as a means to ingest human blood. 

Though Serban could've gotten a public defender for free, he called my dad, the best S'nat lawyer in America. I hoped they'd gotten a jury with open minds and a fair judge, but doubted it. Although the world had known about Supernaturals for several years now, they weren't exactly accepted.

I spotted my father right away, sitting in his usual chair on the defendant's side of the room. Next to him sat Serban, looking pretty much like every other guy on the planet. Across the aisle I saw Renfro Lake, the prosecutor who'd been elected on an anti-S'nat campaign, confirming that my state had a long way to go towards social diversity.

I glanced over my shoulder at Jazmine Lacy, my closest friend, and sneaked in a quick smile of pride. She winked at me, and we both turned back to the screen. The jury foreman stood and handed the verdict to the bailiff, who gave it to the judge. He looked it over and then passed it back to the foreman to read to the courtroom.

"In the case of the state of Montana vs. Serban Popa, the jury finds the defendant not guilty."

Holy freakin' crap!

I slapped both hands over my mouth to keep from cheering, something Ms. Neeson wouldn't have tolerated for one second. With the fiery stares of my classmates burning into the back of my neck, I watched S'nat fans in the courtroom burst into a noisy uproar of high-fives, shrill whistles, and hugs. 

As for Rusty's kin, they pretty much rioted and would probably have killed my dad if he hadn't let the court cops sweep him from the room. Several news cameras trailed them, but Dad didn't speak until he was halfway down the steps outside. Reporters stuck mics in his face and began snapping photos.

"It's a great day for social justice," said my handsome father just as a blur from the upper left corner of the screen caught my eye. Faster than I could absorb it, someone in jeans and a dark hoodie body slammed my dad to the concrete. I heard a gunshot and screams. Chaos erupted. 

The screen went black. 

Jumping up, I whirled on Ms. Neeson, who still held the smoking remote in her hand. I took a step toward her, intending to snatch it away. Luckily, Jaz grabbed my arm. My teacher smirked as she tossed the thing in a drawer and shut it. 

"Students, turn to page seventy-five in your textbooks."

I didn't even spare Jazmine a backward glance as I charged out the door.

* * * *
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FOUR DAYS LATER, I sat on a brown corduroy couch, coolly eyeing the lineup of guard dogs standing before my dad and me. They ranged in height from tiny to huge and looked hilarious, but I didn't crack a smile. The whole personal protection thing had me too frustrated to see the humor. 

First, I didn't understand why I needed the bodyguard when he was the one who'd been attacked. His answer? The only way anyone could ever really hurt him was to hurt me. I was his everything.

Second was his insistence on hiring a S'nat for the job. Dad's explanation that he wasn't sure if his attacker was human or something else, made no sense. Why would any S'nat attack a lawyer brave enough to stand up for its rights?

But there I was late Friday afternoon, trying to choose between a Rottweiler, German Shepherd, Doberman Pinscher, Scottish Terrier, West Highland White Terrier, and Miniature Schnauzer, all of which could supposedly protect me from both human and supernatural enemies. 

I eliminated the ankle-biters immediately, leaving the big dogs. Having researched breeds online, I knew Rottweilers had self-confidence and a wait-and-see attitude, as well as an inherent desire to protect home and family. Trainers considered them especially suited as companions, guardians, and general all-purpose dogs. Plus, I liked their size, color, and shape. No yappers for me.

"Him." I pointed to the beefy Rott. Dad didn't argue. My picking the breed was the compromise that had me at WatchDogs, Inc. in the first place. 

The owner, Lars Matsen, nodded. "Fray, you're it. Get ready."

If that dog could've talked, I think he'd have refused the assignment. As it was, he definitely gave me the evil eye while exiting the room, I assumed to shift into his human self so we could formally meet. 

What was up with that? I so didn't need a dude dog with a rude 'tude, right?

Lars motioned for Dad and me to step into his plush office. We did, seating ourselves in soft leather chairs across the huge mahogany desk from him. 

"Since you've been so good to shifters and Fray is fairly new at this, I'm giving you a ten percent discount." Lars began filling in some blanks on what looked like a contract.

Dad frowned and gave me an uncertain glance. "New? How new?"

"This is only his fifth assignment, but don't worry. Though he's a rookie compared to everyone else in the family, he passed all his courses with flying colors. In fact, he took top honors for his entire class. Besides that, I'll be monitoring his every move. We'll have a team meeting any time there's a status change, so he won't be making big decisions on his own. And he has the Loki edge, just like the rest of us." Lars looked at me. "You've heard of Loki, right?"

I shook my head.

"He's a Norse god, the original shapeshifter. We're direct descendents, and our heritage makes us not only warriors to be reckoned with, but very comfortable in our skin or fur, as the case may be."

With a nod, I silently added gods and goddesses to my mental list of S'nats that existed. Dad, who probably knew what all was out there, wouldn't tell me anything no matter how hard I begged. Apparently there was a S'nat code of silence, and breaking it was punishable by death. Of course, that only made the whole supernatural phenomenon uber-mysterious. 

Somehow I dragged my wide-eyed gaze from him and focused on the room, tastefully decorated with plants, nice furniture, and a fancy digital clock. I also saw what looked like family photos. In one, I noticed a bunch of guys who resembled Lars. I caught his eye and pointed at it. "Who are they?"

"My four brothers. This is predominantly a family business that includes the five of us, plus six nephews and various other relatives. Both my sons are on the team, as well. Fray, the Rott you picked, is my youngest. He's twenty. Dion, his half-brother, is three years older. He was the Lab you saw.

"My niece Milly is our receptionist. I do have a couple of non-shifters I call in occasionally that aren't family. I use them when a S'nat won't fill the bill. The wife of one of them is our dispatcher, a critical position in this line of work. My guys are in constant touch with the office. So in a tense situation, we can send backup in a flash."

I had a million questions I wished I could ask, but forgot them all when a good-looking guy with messy brown hair and light gray eyes stepped through the door. My heart dropped straight into my stomach. I'd never imagined a Rottweiler could turn into that. Shocked and flustered, I took note of other things, in particular his size—large—and demeanor—not so happy. 

Maybe I should've gone with the German Shepherd.

"Come in, come in." Lars impatiently waved a hand to pull his son on into the room. "Fray, this is Garrett Daniels. I'm sure you've heard of him."

"It's a pleasure to meet you, sir." Fray, dressed in khakis and an official black WatchDogs tee, took, shook, and released Dad's offered hand.

"And this is his daughter Gabi, a senior at Remington High."

Stone faced, Fray nodded at me.

"Actually," said Dad, "she's transferring to Brentley Heights starting Monday."

My jaw dropped. Forgetting Fray, I looked at my parent in disbelief. He wanted me to attend private school with a bunch of Kardashian wannabes? "Really, Dad? I mean, really?"

Dad shut me up with a look. "You hate Remington High, Gabs. And they're all about safety and tolerance at Brentley. They have students with bodyguards and, according to the principal, three Sups are currently enrolled there."

As usual, I tried to debate. "But Jazmine goes to Remington—" 

"It's done." He didn’t humor me, also as usual. 

"Excellent," interjected Lars, obviously trying to smooth over a very awkward family moment. "So it's Brentley Heights and anywhere else she might go, Fray, changing forms at your discretion, of course." 

Fray frowned slightly. "Who's relieving me at night?" 

"No one. This is twenty-four-five gig, which means your sole responsibility is Gabi, Monday through Friday. You'll spend every waking and sleeping hour with her. Dion will step in on the weekends. Gunnar and Kirk are handling estate security."

Estate security? What estate security? Since Dad hadn't mentioned that, either, I gave him another startled look.

"Later, okay?" he said instead of explaining.

Fray's gaze suddenly clashed with mine, making me forget everything but him. I could tell he didn't like our situation any more than I did, but why? Wasn't security his chosen profession? I was the one who'd have to endure the invasion of privacy and stigma of having a personal watchdog.

Since I felt like snapping a head off, I clearly needed a minute. "Do you have a ladies' room?" 

Lars pointed to the door. "Take a left right outside the door, then the first right. Ladies' room's at the end of the hall beyond that."

Somehow I found the bathroom. I rested my hands on the sink and stared into the mirror. My mom's eyes looked out at me. Not really, of course. As far as I knew, no ghosts had come out of the coffins yet, which meant they were too shy or didn't exist. But I had her facial features, in particular her big brown eyes, though she'd never have dressed in what I wore today—Uggs, Gap hoodie, distressed jeans. 

More than once I'd caught my dad looking at me in the oddest way and suspected he saw the amazing wife whose ovarian cancer was discovered during my C-section delivery. 

The docs treated Mom successfully, and she lived cancer free for years before it showed up somewhere else in her body. She worked as a homeopath all that time, and died when I was eleven, having been in my life long enough to forever etch her memory in my head and heart. I suddenly missed her so badly I wanted to cry. 

Instead, I breathed in deeply a few times to compose myself so I could figure out why I resisted the changes looming on my horizon. Dad wouldn't hire someone to protect me if he didn't feel the need. Period. He loved me as much as I loved him, which was a lot. Eventually I'd get the whole truth out of him, and until I did, the least I could do was cut him some slack.

As for the school thing, yeah, he should've told me about the change earlier and not in front of strangers. But he had it right when he said I hated Remington. And though I'd never have chosen Brentley as an alternative, switching schools might be a good thing if my new classmates had open minds. The thought of not having Jazmine around still made my stomach ache, though. 

I grimaced at my reflection and addressed my last reason to resist Dad's plans: the bodyguard, himself. Hot guys flustered me to the point of babbling like an idiot. How on earth would I get through solid weeks of having one constantly underfoot? 

“Forget those amazing eyes," I told my solemn reflection. "He clearly wasn't impressed with you.” 

I turned on the cold water, which felt good when I patted my flaming cheeks to cool them. With my stomach still in knots, I turned to leave. Surely Dad had finalized everything by now so we could get out of there. I stepped into the hall and turned right, but didn't wind up where I expected to. Instead, I ended up in unfamiliar territory. 

Several rooms lined the narrow hallway, all but one with closed doors. As I continued toward it, raised voices caught my attention. I automatically stopped and started to backtrack until I heard a voice I felt sure belonged to Fray. 

“I'm telling you, this sucks!” 

“Get over it," some guy answered. "It’s your freakin' job, bro. Once you work for Garrett Daniels, you'll be in with all his rich pals. I’d love to have the gig, myself, and Chester is totally pissed Dad's going the shifter route."

I realized Chester must be one of the non-family, non-shifter employees Lars had mentioned.

"Besides," the guy said. "That chick’s totally hot. Unfortunately, she didn’t pick me. She picked you. So I'm stuck with weekends.”

“I don’t give a shit about connections or how she looks, okay? I don’t want to babysit some spoiled-brat kid.”

Spoiled-brat kid? So much for being tongue tied around hot guys. I wanted to stomp right in there and tell this one off. Was it too late to pick another dog?

“She’s almost eighteen.” 

“How do you know?” Fray obviously didn't believe him. 

“I read the file the way Dad told us to do. Since you clearly haven't, you'd better do it quick so you'll know all the details of the threat."

Had he just said threat? 

Something brushed my leg. I jumped a foot off the floor and looked down. A calico cat among all these deadly watchdogs? She had to be the bravest feline on the planet. Or maybe this was Milly. Well, human or otherwise, cats always made me sneeze, which explained my tickling nose. Clamping my hand over my mouth, I darted back to the bathroom, barely making it inside before I let loose. Thank goodness dogs didn't affect me that way. 

Guessing Dad might be worrying because I’d been gone so long, I hurried out of the restroom and made sure to turn in the opposite direction. Eventually, I stumbled onto him and Lars. They were in the middle of a handshake. 

“Ready?” Dad held a thick folder labeled Watchdogs Safety Tips. 

“Yes.” I headed to the door, trying to think of a clever way to get the answers I needed from Dad, who could be very secretive. In fact, he had an award-winning poker face that came with the job and made it hard to get anything out of him.

“Fray'll start tonight after he packs and takes care of business.” Dad skirted our black SUV to get in on the driver's side.

"I thought he had weekends off."

"You two need to get to know each other before Monday. Lars thinks this'll be a good jumpstart. We’re going to get your class schedule now. Eric Simmons, your new principal, is expecting us.”

I admit I pouted a little as we drove through town and turned down the mile-long driveway to Brentley Heights. No matter how much I tried to calm myself, it didn’t work. All I could think of was classes without Jazmine, the friend who helped me get through each day. 

Dad must've read my mind. “Have you told Jaz?” 

“About changing schools? How could I? I just found out, myself."

That ended all conversation attempts. Silently, Dad parked in a covered drop-off zone right in front of the office entrance. Though the door was locked, a few words spoken into a wall-mounted speaker box got us inside the four-story building. A hall of dark brown Berber carpet led us to the administrative offices. 

I noticed cherry wood trimmed the walls and matched the four doors in the hall, two on each side of us. Since one door on our right had a large brass nameplate with Principal on it, Dad didn’t hesitate to knock. Within seconds, the door opened and a thin man with military-short gray hair, bright blue eyes, and a pleasant smile opened up for us.

“Mr. Daniels? I'm Eric Simmons.” The man extended a welcoming hand toward Dad, who shook it, then introduced me. After closing the door, he seated us and got down to business by explaining how things worked around there. A guidance counselor stepped in at some point with my class schedule, a brochure about the school, and a lunch menu. She also gave me a slip of paper with the combination to my pre-assigned locker. 

Dad never once mentioned that my bodyguard would be more than human, and I followed his lead. Though it probably wouldn't have hurt to tell the principal the truth, for some reason my father didn't. Or had he told him already? 

We weren’t there more than thirty minutes before we got back into the car to head home. My head swam with the craziness going on in my life at the moment, from my new b-guard to my new school. I realized I really, really didn't want either of them.

Neither of us said a word as we headed to our house in Rockford Hills. I tried to imagine what Fray might think when he saw the place for the first time. Admittedly someone looking at it could assume any teenager living there would be a spoiled brat. Constructed of rust-colored brick with natural rock trim, it stood two stories tall and sprawled over a huge wooded lot. 

We had a workout room in the attic and a wet bar and ginormous flat screen in the basement-slash-theater room, as well as a backyard deck, pool, and view to end all views. We also had a ten-foot privacy wall and a security gate with a guard shack that would soon be in use, according to Lars. 

Dad made a lot of money and it showed, but he believed in giving back, which is why he funded scholarships for deserving pre-law students and any other charity or fundraiser that asked him for support. As for me, I had income from a trust fund that my mom's parents had set up. 

That didn't mean I took what we had for granted, though. I'd seen enough down-and-out clients to appreciate our lifestyle and knew it came with a price no one but I could see. Every case took its toll on my father's mental health. Not only did he deal with disapproval from his peers, he received death threats from strangers who didn't want him defending S'nats. 

From the corner of my eye, I watched Dad check the rearview mirror for at least the tenth time. Oh so casually, I peeked at the one just outside my window to find out what had caught his eye. I saw a beat-up blue 4x4 riding our bumper. Since bad driving tended to tork my dad, I blew the whole thing off. Then I noticed the custom plate mounted on the front bumper: SNATH8R.

Even abbreviated, the message was clear: S'nat hater.
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Chapter Two
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My heart jolted in my chest and began racing. Dad’s white knuckled grip on the steering wheel told me that he'd seen it, too, and now felt uneasy. Suddenly he flipped on the blinker and turned right onto a side street between two run-down buildings. Our tires squealed because he didn’t slow down, amping my fear. The truck barreled around the corner after us, not missing a beat. 

“What’s going on?” If death loomed, I deserved to know. 

“Nothing.” Dad tried to cover up his concern, but I knew him better than that. 

“Stop fronting. I know about the threat.” Just not any details.

That got Dad's attention for maybe a nanosecond. “We’ll discuss this later.” He discreetly checked the rearview again, but I twisted as far around as the seatbelt allowed to stare out the back window. What I saw was humans. Two of them.

“Who are they?” I asked when I faced forward again. I gestured behind us with my thumb. “Vigilante red-necks?” 

Without answering, he handed me his cell phone. “Call Lars.”

“What do I tell him?” 

“That I'm pretty sure Tiny Westwood, Rusty's fool of a brother, is following us.”

When I automatically looked over my shoulder again, I saw another vehicle turning onto the narrow lane. The truck tailing us apparently saw it, too, and zipped around our SUV, tires squealing. It wasn't more than five inches from me. I could've touched the driver, who was definitely human. He flipped us off, stomped his gas pedal, and shot down the street.

Dad sort of sagged against the steering wheel.

"You okay?" I'd never seen him do that before, and it scared me.

"Fine."

"But—"

Dad's raised hand stopped me from asking another question. "I really need a cup of coffee, Gabs. May I give you my deposition after that?"

"Okay." Trying to calm my thundering heart, I handed him his phone and looked out my window at nothing until we pulled into our drive. Dad opened the gate with his remote. I ran into the house and upstairs to my room, where I quickly picked up the clothing strewn everywhere. Then I got mad at myself for doing that. I had a right to be a slob in my own home, didn't I? And Fray wouldn't be in there, anyway. At least I didn't think he would. Surely Dad planned on sticking him in a guest room, preferably the one in the attic.

Reminded of how little I knew about the arrangements, I stomped back downstairs to ask my questions. Dad sat at the black granite bar in our picture-perfect kitchen, with his newspaper and a steaming cup of the coffee that Trish Vann kept ready for him. 

Trish, our housekeeper-slash-cook for the past ten years, smiled at me. Newly-divorced and now living with us full-time, she could cook anything from scratch. "Baked your favorite dessert this afternoon. Figured you'd need it."

"Sweeet!" As in literally. Wishing for the umpteenth time I could get my dad and Trish to hook up, I headed directly to the covered crystal plate on the counter, which held a gooey chocolate cake. It took about a second for me to serve myself a generous slice. After pouring a tall glass of milk to go with it, I settled down on the barstool next to Dad and caught Trish's eye. 

"Know how to make dog biscuits?"Cause we've got a very big one moving in with us."

Trish shook her head no. "Bet I can find a recipe on Pinterest, though." She gave me a smile that didn't reach her eyes.

I realized she looked a little down. "Are you all right?"

"Yeah. Sorry. Ginny's got some stuff going on." She referred to her grown daughter. "And I had another run-in with Ray over that stupid ring I supposedly stole when I left. Never marry someone you think you can change. You can't, and you'll be stuck with him." 

"I won't."

Dad looked up from his paper. "So he's been bugging you about it?"

"Yes. Today on the phone; last week in person. Would you believe he came over here? Apparently the gate didn't shut completely when you guys left, so he got all the way to the house. We argued Jerry-Springer style on the front porch for a good forty-five minutes. I've never been so embarrassed. Thank goodness you guys weren't here to witness it."

Poor Trish. 

"Well," I said, "we've got guards now, so he won't get inside again."

That brought a real smile to her face, but Dad frowned thoughtfully for a bit before he got back to the headlines. I let him read until I'd consumed every chocolaty cake crumb. Then I pushed my plate back and slapped the middle of his paper with my right hand. 

Sighing, he laid it down and looked at me. "I know I should've told you about the school thing—"

I wiped off my milkstache with a napkin. "You got that right, and it's gonna cost you a credit card. I'll need new clothes if I'm going to a place like that." 

"I know." Dad dug out his wallet and a credit card that actually belonged to me, but wouldn't be in my possession officially until I turned eighteen. "I didn't say anything because I knew you'd argue and, honestly, this isn't a fight you're going to win."

I tapped the card against my hand. "So you announced it in front of strangers, knowing I'd go along with you to keep from coming off as a diva?"

He winced. "Sort of."

"Well, it didn't work. Fray Matsen still thinks I'm one." I sipped my milk.

"How do you know?"

"I...could just tell." Didn't want to get the dog in trouble even if I didn't like him. "So where's he going to sleep?"

"Your room."

I almost dropped my glass. "What!"

"At night he'll assume his Rott form and sleep on a pallet near your bed."

He had to be kidding. "Clearly you haven't told me everything I need to know." That was me, still fuming because there were so many secrets.

Trish picked up my plate. She acted uninterested, or maybe she already knew. If she already knew, then she and Dad had talked about it, and I liked the idea of that as much as I resented it. 

My dad heaved a sigh of defeat. "I might've held back a little." Brow furrowed, he meticulously folded the newspaper. It was all I could do not to snatch it away and stomp it to shreds. "Remember when you found a busted lock on the workshop door Wednesday?"

I'd been looking for a staple gun so I could recover my vanity stool. "Uh-huh. You thought someone might've stolen some tools."

"Yeah, well, that wasn't the only sign of a break in. I found a shattered window in my office the same day."

He hadn't told me that. "The alarms didn't go off?"

"They'd been disarmed, and you know that's not an easy thing to do."

I swallowed hard. "But nothing's missing."

Dad shrugged, which could've meant anything. He paused for a second, clearly hesitant to continue, before raising his troubled eyes to meet mine. "When that guy attacked on the courthouse steps, he said something that scared the hell out of me."

I frowned. Something else had frightened him? I'd honestly believed his blatant fear in the truck was a first.

"What was it?" At that point, Trish stood at my side. 

"That my daughter's pink bedroom walls would soon be splattered with red."

Whoa! 

The room sort of tilted...until Dad grabbed my shoulders too tightly. "It's going to be all right, Gabi. Ginny's fiancé, Levi, recommended WatchDogs since he'd trained some of their employees in martial arts. And when I contacted them, Lars said he could help us. You know the rest."

"Will the guys watching the estate be in the guard shack?"

"One at all times. The other will be on the grounds in dog form." Seeing the look on my face, he tucked his fingers under my chin and raised my gaze to meet his. "I never meant to involve you in any of this, but someone or something apparently has it in for me, which leaves us no choice."

"The police still have no clues?"

"No. And while we both got a glimpse of the driver of that blue truck, who, I'll admit, looked human, I doubt either of us could describe him to a sketch artist."

I could only agree.

"Maybe a personal bodyguard is overkill, but I can live with that. As for the new school, would you, at least, give it a chance? I know you'll miss Jazmine, and I feel bad about it, but I honestly think this is for the best."

Why'd he have to be so reasonable? "Okay. I'll give it and the Rott a shot."

"Thanks, Button." Dad, who considered me, his only child, cute as one, had nicknamed me that years ago.

"Don't mention it, as in seriously. And I'm not talking about me agreeing to go along with this." I jumped off the stool and took my glass to the sink before registering his confusion. "Do not call me Button in front of the dog, okay? I'm already at a disadvantage."

Dad laughed, a sound I'd always loved and one drowned out completely when the gate buzzer sounded. I nearly jumped out of my skin, and the nervous lump in my throat got so big that I actually coughed. 

Trish immediately flicked a button on the intercom mounted on the wall. "Pass phrase, please."

Fray’s deep voice answered, “Sissy-booboo." 

Holy freakin' crap! I glared at my dad. "You changed it to that?" Around the age of three, I'd announced that my baby doll was my little sister. My indulgent parents had started calling me Sissy at my request, which had somehow evolved to the ridiculous Sissy-booboo, a nickname even worse than Button.

He shrugged. “I had to think of something you wouldn't forget and no one but we three could possibly know.” He turned to Trish. “Release the gate, would you?”

Dumbstruck, I could only think of a million other things he could've used for a pass phrase, among them totally embarrassed, fatally humiliated, or even how in the heck could you share that with a total freakin' stranger? "I can't believe you did that."

“Could you stop being such a teenager and work with me here? This is about your safety, and I've given you a bonus for cooperating.” He pointed to the credit card before standing and heading to the front door to meet up with Fray. 

I turned to Trish, silently begging her to tell me what had just happened. She shook her head and moved Dad's coffee cup to the sink. 

“Pick your battles, Gabi. He’s got your best interests at heart.” Giving me a sympathetic pat on the shoulder, she walked out of the kitchen. Having heard her story—brutal ex and meddling in-laws—I figured she might know what she was talking about. 

After a quick glance at the clock—five-thirty—I went straight back up to my room, shut the door behind me, and threw myself across the bed, face down. How had my life gone from calm to crazy so quickly? And what now? 

I thought about going downstairs to rub elbows with Fray and get some of the awkwardness over with. But I didn't. Instead, I stashed the credit card in my wallet and got on the computer to check my e-mail. 

Jazmine’s name caught my attention. I quickly opened her message and read: Ur b-day present is on the way! I immediately guessed she'd ordered something on the internet. Seeing she was available, I took the coward's way out, and IM'd my bad news.

Chocaholic: R u there?

Jazgrl: Yup. Dad okay?

Chocaholic: Fine. I have to change schools.
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