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      First time doing one of these, so this should be interesting… Let’s give this a shot.

      

      This book is dedicated to all my ravens that insisted I kill them off in my books. Your bloodlust and sacrifice is greatly appreciated. Every time someone dies or is tortured, just remember I was thinking of you… and that it was your idea, because the law frowns upon murder.

      

      How’d I do?

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Description

      

    

    
      
        1. Dahlia Aldridge

      

      
        2. Dahlia Aldridge

      

      
        3. Dahlia Aldridge

      

      
        4. Dermot Ross

      

      
        5. Dahlia Aldridge

      

      
        6. Dahlia Aldridge

      

      
        7. Sterling Gates

      

      
        8. Dahlia Aldridge

      

      
        9. Dahlia Aldridge

      

      
        10. Dahlia Aldridge

      

      
        11. Dahlia Aldridge

      

      
        12. Dahlia Aldridge

      

      
        13. Lincoln Gates

      

      
        14. Dahlia Aldridge

      

      
        15. Dahlia Aldridge

      

      
        16. Dahlia Aldridge

      

      
        17. Dahlia Aldridge

      

      
        18. Dahlia Alridge

      

      
        19. Stratton Lee

      

      
        20. Dahlia Aldridge

      

      
        21. Kingston Ross

      

      
        22. Dahlia Aldridge

      

      
        23. Yates Carter

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        M. Sinclair

      

      
        Published Work

      

      
        Stalk me… really, I’m into it.

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Description

          

        

      

    

    
      The Southern Aristocracy brought together by one woman - Dahlia Aldridge.

      

      I had lived here most of my life in a blissful state of ignorance, surrounded by a loving family and the other residents of Wildberry Lane. Specifically, their sons - the heirs to some of the largest fortunes in the country. I had grown used to them acting as my shadows, protecting me and surrounding me with enough affection that I never questioned if their words were in fact the truth.

      Then the Brooks twins came to town. Suddenly, everything I had known about myself was being shattered as they dug up my worst insecurities and exploited them to the world. I began questioning everything.

      Kingston Ross. Stratton Lee. Yates Carter. Lincoln & Sterling Gates.

      They have been able to protect me from everything… but myself. My boys carry a darkness inside of them that has never scared me. The shadows of deeds done at night, away from the spotlight of being who we were in this societal hierarchy. They think I’m afraid of that, but they couldn’t be farther from the truth.

      I wasn’t afraid of their darkness.

      I wasn’t afraid of my feelings for them, ones that had grown from friendship into so much more.

      I wasn’t even afraid of expressing that to them… eventually.

      What I was afraid of? That I would hurt those around me with my shame and pain.

      I would just have to perfect the art of suffering in silence.

      

      Wildberry Lane - Home to the extremely wealthy and powerful Southern elite.

      

      Perfection of Suffering, book 1 in The Shadows of Wildberry Lane trilogy, is M. Sinclair’s debut contemporary reverse harem novel. This work features a naive female character hiding a dark secret of her own, the men in her life that will do anything to keep her safe, and a scandal that stretches far beyond the safety of Wildberry Lane’s gate.

      

      Warning: This book does contain sexual content for +18, swearing, violence, and triggers when it comes to specifically, but not limited to, eating disorders and bullying. Important to note, the bullying is NOT done by the harem, but rather outside sources. This is a slow/medium burn series.

      Execution of Anguish, The Shadows of Wildberry Lane trilogy (book 2) is currently up for pre-order.
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            Dahlia Aldridge

          

        

      

    

    
      Wildberry Lane.

      Possibly the only place that I would ever truly consider home. I had lived here my entire life, so it made sense. Well, nearly my entire life—I suppose, in all technicality, I was raised on the streets until the age of two… an experience that I couldn’t and wouldn’t want to remember, if we were being honest.

      In the sixteen years since then, this exclusive, affluent cul-de-sac had become my entire universe. My not so little kingdom. My family had never considered moving, to my knowledge, and as more years passed, I grew to be even more attached to the select grouping of estates. I didn’t ever really plan on leaving, despite the obvious unrealistic nature of that plan. But honestly—why move when absolute perfection surrounded you?

      That wasn’t a dramatization of how I felt about my small neighborhood, either. It was perfect. Now, pinning down the source of that perfection was far more difficult.

      Maybe it was the long, stone-paved road that led through a stretch of massive oak trees towards the six-estate-large gated community that inspired and fulfilled the idyllic notion of romanticized Southern wealth and living. Equally as possible, it could be the shaded atmosphere that the foliage around the estate created, allowing for only small streaks of golden light to break through, bathing all six properties in an afternoon glow as the sweet-smelling breeze ruffled the leaves. Honestly, though? I didn’t think it was any of that.

      There was just something absolutely unique about Wildberry Lane.

      Something that in part came with the amount of money that was spent to keep this level of peace and security. It was easy to forget that only three acres out to each side of our small sanctuary were massive security fences that were patrolled by teams around the clock to ensure the safety of the residents. The security company consisted of an effective and silent group that never disturbed the bubble of tranquil zen that this place seemed to effortlessly maintain. Even now, as my eyes traced the secondary gate at the edge of the cul-de-sac, I couldn’t actually see any of the guards, but I was well aware they were there.

      It was actually rather impressive.

      Not that I was complimenting them, because I was still pretty annoyed that they hadn’t accepted my tea cakes. Okay, not accepting would imply that they denied the adorable treats I’d brought over to the guard house, which they hadn’t. No, they’d taken them, but they had called my parents to make sure that was something they were okay with. As if my mother, of all people, would have an issue with something like that.

      Even now I felt myself nearly rolling my eyes at their formality. I understood it was their job… but a little conversation wouldn’t hurt anyone, would it?

      Then again, I’d had the art of polite conversation drilled into my head from the time I was four. Not that my parents suggested I indulge in it with everyone, but even just saying a quick hello was better than completely ignoring someone. Was it wrong that I expected the same from others?

      Tucking my feet underneath myself, I shifted so that the afternoon sun wasn’t shining right on my face, the air around me smelling of earth after the small rainstorm only hours ago. One that had left the air humid and damp feeling. This type of weather wasn’t for everyone, but I absolutely loved it. I closed my eyes momentarily, listening to the late August cicadas that had already begun to chirp their symphony as the wind turned just slightly cooler, enough that it brushed over my skin and had me letting out a relieved sigh. The curtains behind me brushed back and forth between the archway of my bedroom and the small balcony that I was sitting on, the entire moment bathing me in content security.

      The sound of voices had me opening my eyes again and refocusing on my current subject of interest. My gaze traced the half-moon shaped property setup of Wildberry, examining each of the massive estates that faced towards the center cul-de-sac. It was a familiar sight. With that being said, there was something occurring today that had never happened before. A new experience that I was finding more than a bit off, if we were being honest.

      There was someone moving into our community.

      The concept was not only foreign, but made me feel… uncomfortable? No. Not exactly. Maybe just out of sorts. My lip dipped slightly, thinking about how I would never see Mrs. Born watering her stunning rose garden again. Something that she had done every single evening, once it was a bit cooler out. That was before this spring, though, when she’d taken a horrible fall and hurt her hip. Within days, her daughter had driven in from Savannah, Georgia and packed up her entire estate in order to move her into their place.

      Just like that, we’d lost someone who had literally been fundamental to my childhood. It had been a shock to the system, and while I couldn’t blame them for making that choice, especially because I understood how important family was, I couldn’t deny that it was a bit sad.

      I also was terrible with change, so my view on the entire situation, as a whole, was no doubt a bit skewed.

      It was one of the reasons I loved photography. Well, one of the many reasons. In that moment, when you decided to take a picture, you were creating a piece of evidence that showed a moment of your life that would absolutely never change. It would always be there for you to remember, no matter what else happened. I found that notion oddly beautiful.

      Someone new was moving in, though, changing a small but seemingly massive part of my daily life, and I was both interested and concerned what that would bring. My eyes ran over the large mansion that sat diagonal to us, wondering just how many people were moving in. I mean, the house was objectively massive, more so than any of the others, which was saying something, because Mrs. Born’s husband had built it from the ground up when this community was originally established. Even after his passing and after her children had moved out, she’d never left the property, claiming that it was such a large piece of their love, she didn’t feel right selling it.

      I’d always loved that sentiment.

      Today, though, the house was filled with movers, walking in and out of the front door as covered furniture was transferred up the pale stone stairs and into the grand foyer. For the entire summer it had sat essentially empty, the vacant, eye-like windows watching me whenever I would glance over. No more, though—now someone would live there.

      Someone who had to have a fairly important place in the community, considering the background checks and price tag associated with the multi-million dollar complex.

      Sitting up in my chair, I tried to casually examine each worker that went in and out of the house, attempting to distinguish the family from the people aiding in the moving process. I was failing terribly, and despite attempting to not look crazy, I was staring pretty hard. I could only hope that the massive ferns that covered this balcony were shading me to some extent. I didn’t want them to think I was weird.

      I couldn’t help but be a bit excited, though! I knew my mom, Kristy Aldridge, felt much the same, because I could hear her humming from inside the house, where she was no doubt buzzing around and putting together a ‘Welcome to the Neighborhood’ basket.

      Hospitality was a literal drug to my mother, and this little incident was going to give her a fix that would last quite some time. Honestly, I loved her for it, and her enthusiasm was rather contagious, affecting the energy of the entire property. She had always been like that, though—when she walked into the room, she drew people to her like a magnet.

      In part, it probably had to do with her being Reese Witherspoon and Martha Stewart in one nearly 5’11” rail-thin package of pure happiness. I could tell you without looking that her dark brown hair was currently pulled back in a loose, relaxed braid that complimented one of the many pastel dresses she wore. Despite her place in society, my mom had never lost her free spirit, and I found it amusing that she walked around our million dollar estate in bare feet, because, as she stated, ‘life’s too short to be uncomfortable.’ Honestly, I wasn’t embarrassed to admit that I looked up to her.

      Then again, I was a bit biased because my parents no doubt changed the direction of my life completely when they adopted me. I grew up not realizing just how lucky I was, and still, even then, appreciated them. Now that I understood where I had come from, the feeling was absolutely intensified.

      I didn’t want to consider what my life would have been like if she and my dad, Jason, hadn’t adopted me. They claimed that they were the lucky ones for finding me, but I think we all knew who had truly lucked out here. It was why, despite having heard the story hundreds of times, I still asked them to tell me again and again. The story of how I came to live with them.

      Apparently, at the time, they hadn’t even been looking to adopt. They’d been volunteering at a food shelter in the city when a group of children, around eight or nine in total, had come in. I’d been clinging to one of the girls, cold from living on the winter streets, and when they had served us food, my mom had gushed over me until one of the girls had literally handed me off to her. She’d assumed it had only been for a moment, but when she looked up, the kids had been making a swift exit.

      I tried to not let the idea of being simply handed off like that bother me, because I’m sure they had been terrified, taking care of a child under two. It did make me wonder who had actually brought me into this world… but not enough to ever use my family’s resources to look into it.

      I would never consider anyone my parents besides my mom and dad. They were some of the largest influences in my life and how I lived it. Not only were they naturally compassionate people, but they were always going out of their way to help others, and it was an attribute that I aspired to develop myself.

      One of the elements I appreciated the most about my relationship, specifically with my mom, was how open she was. There were really no questions that she wouldn’t at least attempt to answer, and growing up, that had allowed me to feel as if I could tell her just about anything instead of shying away from it in fear of her opinion.

      I think one of the most memorable moments had been when I’d asked her about why they had never had children of their ‘own.’ I had been scared to ask, but after finding out I was adopted… I had also been curious, and at twelve, I hadn’t had the filter to think about it through fully. Instead of getting defensive or not wanting to talk about it, my mom had sat down and explained that while they had originally been disappointed to find out that they couldn’t have children, she believed it was a blessing in disguise because they had found me. Whenever they asked me if I wanted siblings, I always told them that I wanted whatever they wanted, because it was true—I loved being the center of their attention, but if they wanted to make our family larger, I would never complain.

      Although, at this point, I felt like all of Wildberry Lane was my family.

      I was well aware that the way my family lived wasn’t real life for most. The Aldridge family consisted of old money on both sides. My mother’s side had grown rich from olive oil production that they had imported into the United States from Italy, and my father’s side owned oil-rich land purchased long, long ago. Because of their generational wealth, I lived a life free of concerns about money or opportunity, and it was something that I would never take for granted.

      “Dahlia?” My mom’s voice was light-hearted and happy as she walked out onto my balcony, her eyes darting towards the same house I was staring at. I didn’t feel guilty about being nosy, because mark my words, she’d been doing the same thing while flitting through the house, doing whatever it was that she had on her schedule. I still wasn’t completely sure what she did, if we were being honest—the woman always seemed to be doing ten different things at once.

      “What’s up?” I asked curiously, standing and walking towards the archway of my room. The linen curtains brushed over me as I looked past her into my room, the two-story sanctuary feeling always rather alive because of all the windows I kept open.

      The entire suite was colored with cream walls, dark wood floors, and massive, arching windows that I almost never locked. The space had changed throughout the years, but the contrast of the wood flooring and light walls had always remained constant, as did the plants that hung from shelves and filled each corner. Everything was large and luxurious, the space making me feel as though I was traveling somewhere tropical, rather than in the South. The decor design was a direct inspiration from the rest of the house that had a very similar style to it. What can I say? My mom and I had very similar taste.

      Catching my reflection in the mirror, I adjusted my sundress slightly, the soft candy-apple red material smoothing under my tan fingers and bright nails. This past summer I’d gotten far more bronze than normal, mostly because I’d been so damn bored that the only thing to do was lay out by the pool with my mom. Luckily, she didn’t work directly for her family company, so I at least had someone to spend most of my time with, and as an unexpected result, this summer was the most relaxed I’d probably ever been. Although, I knew it was somewhat of a calm before the storm, because nothing ever stayed that simple in my life.

      Looking over my mom’s expression, I took the time to appreciate the fact that in some ways, we almost did look related biologically. I mean, most people didn’t realize I was adopted unless it somehow came up in conversation. Of course, there were small differences in our appearance. For one, my dark hair had a bit more of a red undertone than hers, but we had the same wavy texture that couldn’t stay straight unless we were taking one of our cold weather vacations. Right now, mine laid down to my shoulderblades, but you would never know that, because unless it was under eighty-five degrees, I had it pulled back in a braid.

      I absolutely hated the feeling of sweaty hair on the back of my neck. I knew it was a silly thing to hate, but it just made me feel… twitchy. Because I’m clearly normal.

      Unlike myself, my mom had dark, kind eyes that were similar to my father’s. Mine, on the other hand, were a bright, leaf-green shade that was accented by a gold starburst around the pupil that created quite the contrast when I was tan. I personally loved my eyes, or had, but I’d been made fun of enough in high school and told—not asked, but told—that they were contacts that I’d found myself somewhat uncomfortable with them now.

      I hated that I let others affect my confidence that much, but what else was new? It felt like that had been the theme of the past year, and it was turning me into a version of myself that I wasn’t completely comfortable with.

      At least now that I had graduated, there was no high school bullshit to worry about. Now, did that mean I was totally free from all that crap? No. No, of course not. As with any Southern community, there was an expectation to stay close, so most kids did.

      It helped that Silver Oak, a tiny, private college that was located only two miles outside of our town, served the needs of most of the residents that planned to take over their family businesses. Everyone assumed that the wealthy and rich went to the Ivy Leagues, and sure, that was true… just not around here. In our world, connections mattered far more than where you finished your degree, so the sooner you began working, the better. I knew that some from our high school class would leave for college in the fall, but with my luck, every single person I wanted to avoid would stay right here, right outside the gates of Wildberry Lane, waiting for an opportunity to pull some crap. It was just my luck when it came to stuff like that.

      I swallowed that thought down, trying to not dwell on the insecurities that plagued me. Not today. Not freakin’ today.

      “Kingston is here.”

      That completely paused any train of thought as my head snapped towards my mom, my eyes widening as she flashed a smile, knowing how happy that would no doubt make me. She had absolutely no idea.

      Kingston was back? I blinked before a huge grin filled my face, her laugh filling my bedroom as I immediately slid past her, rushing through my room and into the hallway.

      Most women my age probably would have spent the summer before college hanging out with their girlfriends. The only problem was, I didn’t have any. I mean, besides my mom, but did that really count? I just had never gotten along with the girls my age, and that was before… well, before everything got worse.

      I did have friends, though.

      They just happened to be from Wildberry Lane and consisted completely of the exact opposite of girls. They were guys. They were my guys, more specifically. I am sure that our parents had pushed us together as children for convenience and safety, but now that I was older, I knew it was far more than that. I knew that because I’d personally, even in high school, had to deal with people attempting to get close to us purely for personal gain. It had left me with a fierce sense of protectiveness over our small group, and that wasn’t just on my end, either. When you had people trying to constantly use you, it was fairly easy to realize just who you could trust and who you couldn’t.

      I imagine that in private conversations, our little group was called an array of horrible names, but never out loud or to our faces. Most people were terrified of my guys, and I really didn’t understand it.

      Okay… maybe that was a bit of denial on my end. I knew my guys had their shadows, and I knew they were a far cry from the boys I’d grown up with. Not only were they very much not boys, but they had a dark edge to them that I found myself eager to explore. Their darkness should have scared me, but… I wasn’t the same either, and I was starting to learn that everyone had their shadows. You just had to decide which shadows were the ones worth embracing.

      Of course, no one was perfect, but they were pretty damn close. Were they a bit overbearing? Possibly. Okay, yes. Ridiculously, almost cruelly, handsome? Unfortunately. The men that I’d fallen in love with? Yeah… that was a bit of a long story. But I could never be scared of them. That was just our dynamic, and I knew they would never hurt me.

      I wasn’t in the business of changing who they were. I loved them exactly for who they were. I was just hoping that they could love me for who I was… which I was finding had a lot of darkness and flaws that had been relatively ignored until they had been brought to my attention by force. Now there was no way to ignore them.

      For my first two years of high school, I lived in somewhat of a bubble. Between one of them always being with me and spending all of my time with them outside of school, I never heard anything negative about us, so it was easy to ignore the looks that other students offered us.

      Then things had started to change, and I don’t just mean that my boys had turned into unfairly sexy, tall, muscular men—which they had, for the record. No, this change had been more subtle. Their intensity had grown, and a dark edge had come to light that I wasn’t exactly cautious about, per se, but somewhat excited to explore. I knew that was a dangerous way to look at it, but I couldn’t help the urge to metaphorically poke the bear.

      I also was aware that their harder edge was somewhat necessary, because showing any weakness in this town was a horrible idea. It was easy to pretend that my mom didn’t subscribe to that notion, but I’d heard rumors of how the Wildberry Lane residents were with others outside of our ‘family,’ and it was a far cry from the friendly faces I saw on a daily basis. Unfortunately, it seemed I was the only one to not get the memo, because I found myself constantly surprised by the fear I saw in others’ faces in reference to not only my boys, but also my own father. It had been only two days ago, when we’d stopped to grab some coffee for mom after a morning tennis lesson, that I’d seen the concept in action.

      My father and I had run into someone’s father—I couldn’t tell you who they were, but I recognized their face from school events—and the guy had turned into an unfortunate rambling mess. It had been extremely awkward to watch, and despite being able to, my father hadn’t alleviated the tension at all, just ending the conversation with something about getting the paperwork to him by next week. I honestly couldn’t tell you what they had been talking about, and my father, moments later, had been back to his upbeat self as he asked me about Spotify and if he should get an account.

      …Yeah, he was a bit of a dork.

      Yet, despite the fear that my family and my guys seemed to conjure, they still couldn’t completely stop the rumors and comments that had started circulating about my friends and I as we’d gotten older. I didn’t know if my boys heard them or not, and I hadn’t brought it up to them yet, because even if I did, we all knew people would gossip if they wanted to. It was practically human nature, and I had no intention of stressing them out more than they already were.

      Overall, the comments hadn’t bothered me all that much, and probably wouldn’t have affected me… if they hadn’t turned so cruel. So vindictive. So harsh. I frowned, wondering how much of a different person I’d be if this past year had never happened.

      I needed to tell them how bad it had gotten.

      It was a constant source of guilt in my head, warning me that I needed to let my guys know what was going on. I was hesitant, though, and it wasn’t just that I felt like they were hiding something from me. We told one another almost everything, always. So what could be bad enough that they wouldn’t feel comfortable telling me?

      I put those thoughts aside for now, knowing that they could wait until I was alone tonight. Plus, nothing could stop me from seeing King. It had been all damn summer.
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            Dahlia Aldridge

          

        

      

    

    
      My pulse beat fast, my bare feet hitting the marble staircase as I easily raced down two flights, pushing any remaining negative thoughts from my head. It was fairly easy, considering King was only seconds away. The entire circular staircase wound down through a massive tower that went up nearly five stories to a glass ceiling, each wall heavy with greenery and open windows that let that sweet scent of my mother’s garden in from outside. My heart was on hyper speed, and when I saw the first glimpse of my best friend, an impossible-to-control smile broke onto my face.

      My best friend, who had been gone all summer. Damn him. I mean, I knew it was necessary, especially since he was going to be taking over his father’s company one day, but I had hated when he’d left. Even more, I had hated the thought that he might love it there and never come back home. King had promised me he would, but I’d been hesitant to be hopeful.

      I should have known better. King was a man of his word. Always.

      It helped that he also had called me every single morning, right after waking up, just to ask how I was doing. Yes, I was aware. The man was going to end up breaking my heart. The memory of him leaving that first day of summer slammed through my consciousness, making me sick to my stomach before reminding myself that his absence was over. He was essential to my life.

      

      “Are you sure you packed everything?” I asked quietly. We were standing in the middle of our cul-de-sac, my other guys standing nearby, no doubt hoping to escape the possible waterworks that could occur. I cried at inspirational Olympic commercials and cute kittens, so their worry was valid.

      Kingston squeezed my hand, his dry-cleaned button-down and dress pants rather casual for him. Yet, even when wearing a tux, the man maintained an effortless ease that only someone like him could perfect. I nearly sighed like a lovesick idiot, but I was caught off guard at the sadness in his gaze. It was rare to see such vulnerable and blunt emotion on his face, so it had my heart squeezing in concern.

      “Everything but you,” he admitted. “Are you positive you don’t want to come with?”

      Oh, I wanted to go. I also didn’t want to be too clingy. A hard balance for someone like me.

      “You’ll be back in August, right?” I whispered, my voice threatening to break.

      King, knowing me as well as he did, wrapped his arms around me, resting his chin on top of my head as I breathed in his comforting, familiar scent.

      “Of course. You’re back here, Dahlia. Make sure to leave your phone on ring so I can call you. I’m going to miss the sound of your voice, so I’ll need to hear it. Often.” His chuckle at the end of that had me blushing.

      I was always torn between wanting to believe his sweet words and taking them as him teasing me. I was clueless when it came to him and all of the others. Maybe I would finally figure out my shit this summer and tell them how I felt.

      One could hope.

      Without another word, while holding back my tears, I stepped away as he got into his family’s car. The driver waved us off, and I stood in the center of our street until my mom called me in for dinner. The rest of the night I’d been plagued with the concern that I’d never see him again.

      That those words had been our last.

      

      Thank the lord they hadn’t been. I’d been thrilled to receive a message from him once he was on his family jet, and then when he had video chatted with me once arriving, I’d felt a ton better. My heart squeezed extra hard as I turned the last rounded corner of the staircase.

      Kingston Ross.

      Heir to his father’s multi-billion-dollar international shipping company and son to two really kick-ass parents that didn’t fit the mold of what you would expect from money like theirs. No, the Ross family was all smiles and welcoming hugs, at least to me. Like I said, I’d heard different rumors, but I wasn't very liable to believe gossip. It didn’t surprise me that his parents were so unique, considering that Kingston was truly something else.

      From as early as I could remember, I’d attached myself to him at the hip so that he would have to be my friend. Even at a young age, I could see how vibrant he was and how everyone seemed to hang on his every word. I hadn’t been any different. Growing up, that connection we seemed to have was comforting, but now it was… different. Now there was a side to it that I didn’t know how to handle, and it didn’t help that the man was sexy as sin and absolutely brilliant.

      Unfortunately, I had yet to tell him that I no longer wanted to be friends. It had become increasingly obvious to me over the course of the summer that I could no longer handle just being friends with him. The intensity with which I had missed him made my feelings just a bit too clear. Although, for the record, he was a fantastic friend… I just wanted more from him.

      Hearing my footsteps, Kingston turned from where he’d been looking out one of the large windows, his bright, spring green eyes focusing fully on me. A smile that had my throat catching broke out on his tanned face as sunlight glinted off his honey blonde hair. I wasn’t embarrassed to admit that I essentially launched myself at the man, his massive, muscular arms catching me easily. Instantly, I was wrapped up against him, trying to get as close as humanly possible to his hot, 6’3’’ muscular frame. I inhaled the smell of his cologne, a rich, smoky scent like cigars accented with vanilla that reminded me of… well, home. Kingston was my home. It was that simple and that complicated.

      “Dahlia.” His smooth, deep voice had me looking up at him as his large hand ran through my hair, smoothing it back in a familiar gesture while looking over my, no doubt flushed expression. “You look absolutely stunning, princess.”

      See?! Do you see what I mean? What was I supposed to do with that?!

      My eyes almost watered at the relief of being in his arms as I tried not to read into his sweet words, reminding myself that he probably didn’t feel the same way that I did. I was totally attributing more meaning to them than was there. I needed to just chill the heck out.

      King placed me down gently, my feet touching the floor as my fingers smoothed over his light blue linen suit coat.

      “I missed you so much, King,” I admitted, not embarrassed in the least, because it was completely true.

      His large hand cupped my jaw gently as his eyes sparked with something hot and darker than usual, making me shiver. “I missed you too, more than you know.”

      His forehead pressed to mine as I let out a small breath. Breaking our connection, he pulled back and flashed me a small smile. “I only arrived back about five minutes ago. I dropped my stuff and came over to see you. Of course.”

      “Oh, of course,” I drew out, tapping his nose in amusement.

      I loved the little rhetoric game we had played since we were in middle school. Always starting interactions or explanations between us with an ‘of course’—as if it should be obvious to everyone that we would go out of the way for one another. I almost sighed in realization, because I was starting to understand why everyone had assumed we were dating for a fair amount of high school. To be fair, when I was around King every day, it was hard to think of our interactions as anything but our normal, but after some distance? Well, it was a bit more clear how much I’d fallen for him.

      Before he could say anything, the sound of the moving truck door slamming across the street caught my attention. I peeked around his large frame, the open door flooding the hallway with humidity and giving me an unobstructed view of the movers.

      “Oh!” I tugged his hand. “I am so glad you are back today, there is someone moving in. Can you believe that? I’ve been trying to spy from my bedroom window, but I’m failing miserably.”

      His deep laughter followed me as he guided me out onto the front porch. It was hard to look away from the man, but I did for a moment, searching the massive stretch of green that laid in front of me and the estate in question, as if our neighbors would just appear like magic. When I looked back up at King, he was staring at me with an expression that had me stilling, a flash of heat rolling over my skin at the intensity there.

      That was a new look.

      “What if I told you,” he said, smoothing a thumb over my jaw as I leaned with my back against the railing of the porch, his body caging mine, “that I knew who was moving in?”

      “You would have to tell me, of course,” I teased. His eyes sparked with amusement as he wrapped an arm around my waist, turning me slightly into him but so that I could still see the house. I jumped as he lifted his fingers to his lips and did one of those insanely loud whistles. I watched with avid interest to see what was going to occur. I mean, I could stay here all day, perfectly content pressed between King and… well, anything. A railing. A wall. A bed. You probably get where I am going with this.

      It didn’t help that it had always been this easy between Kingston and I.

      Like an easy, slow, hot summer day. He made me smile and laugh, and I… Well, I’m not positive about what I did for him, but he stayed around for a reason, right? As I said, we’d been accused of dating throughout high school, and as a freshman it had freaked me out, worried it would push him away, but as I got older, I realized I was perfectly happy with that rumor. More than happy with it, especially since he never denied it.

      Didn’t confirm it, either, but hey, that was something, right?

      So why didn’t I just awkwardly blurt out my feelings? It wasn’t just King that I had these strong feelings for. Yeah, it became all the more confusing when you added in the other men that I found myself drawn to. I knew, without a doubt, that I’d never be able to choose between them, and maybe that was what was holding me back, in part. My fear of losing them. Or I was chicken, afraid of being rejected.

      “And there he is,” Kingston mused as I watched a head of reddish brown hair walk through a sea of movers, the stranger’s frame equally as massive as the men surrounding him doing all the heavy lifting. My chest squeezed at the giant that was walking over, his shoulders easily double—maybe triple—the width of my frame. Holy smokes.

      He was halfway across my lawn before he finally looked up, and I was met with a very familiar shade of green eyes. Eyes that held mine for a hot second, looking somewhat shocked—at what, I wasn’t sure—before they slid over to King. A look I didn’t fully understand flashed across his handsome face before it was suddenly gone again.

      “Who is this?” I asked curiously, trying to keep my tone light and upbeat.

      “Dermot,” King explained, his tone sexy and amused, as if something about this was hilarious to him. I found myself tempted to say the new man’s name, wanting to let it roll off my tongue, but I didn’t want to scare away the new neighbor by acting like a total weirdo. I would just do it later, where I could be a weirdo in the privacy of my bedroom.

      That was way dirtier than I intended it to sound.

      “I heard you the first bloody time when you whistled at me like a damn pup.” Dermot’s Irish accent had my lips popping open in surprise as he responded to King saying his name. A shiver crawled over my skin, causing me to grip the railing just slightly tighter as I tried to not find his voice ridiculously, unfairly sexy.

      That was all I needed right now.

      If King noticed my reaction, he didn’t say anything, but I found that hard to believe since his one hand was on the soft spot between my shoulders and neck as he ran his thumb over my pulse in a repetitive, relaxing motion. It wasn’t an unusual action for him to do, but in his time away I’d forgotten how soothing I’d found it. I think he also used it to gauge if I was anxious or not, because he sometimes did the same with my wrist. I swear that was the reason why. The man was always doing crazy stuff like that.

      I was perfectly fine with him knowing my body that well… I was just hoping that he couldn’t read my damn mind. I would be so screwed if he ever had a front row seat to what I was actually thinking around the group of them.

      “Dermot, meet Dahlia,” King drew out lazily, his chin resting on top of my head as he continued to pet my neck. “Dahlia, this is my cousin, Dermot. I think I’ve mentioned him before.”

      Oh, he had. I had heard about him before this summer, but also in the background of many of King’s calls this summer… I just hadn’t realized that he looked like this. His voice sounded not only deeper in person, but it had a ton of richness to it. Everything about him seemed vibrant, much like King, but he seemed to have a slightly rougher edge.

      The Irishman froze upon the introduction, his eyes flicking down to me before letting out a small sound from his throat, making King shake with silent laughter. I arched a brow, feeling way more confused than before. Was it just me, or was there something going on here I didn’t understand? Maybe he was awkward. I could understand that—meeting new people was hard.

      Or maybe I was terrible at reading people? It was one of the other reasons I loved photographing people. It allowed me time to study mannerisms and body language. I wasn’t always fantastic at doing so in the moment. I was distracted fairly easily, which I used to consider a flaw, but there was just a lot to take in about the world around us, and bright colors, specifically, always caught my eye.

      “Nice to meet you, lass,” he said softly before looking back up at his cousin. “Is this why you called me out here? In the middle of moving?”

      Was he the one moving into the house? I mean, clearly. But just him? In that massive house? I frowned, wondering if he would be lonely in it.

      King’s voice was laced with suspicious innocence, even for him. “Dahlia wanted to meet the new neighbor, and I was positive you would want a personal introduction. Can’t have two of the most important people in my life not knowing one another.”

      My cheeks heated as I looked up at King. Did he mean that? King’s fingers paused on my throat, a smile filling his face as his gaze ran across my expression… before Dermot’s curse jogged me from staring at the man behind me and back to his cousin. My expression turned curious as Dermot held my gaze for a minute, searching for something, before shaking his head and turning back towards his house.

      Had I done something wrong? I liked to think I was welcoming… but he seemed upset.

      I tried not to be upset about him walking away. Maybe he was stressed with the move. And like I said, meeting new people wasn’t always easy, something I definitely understood. Especially after everything that had happened, I’d become far more cautious than I had ever wanted to be. I was just toeing the line of being cynical, and I was starting to hate myself for it.

      Guilt pulsed through my chest, and then shame for being weak hit like a hard slap, and I tried to school my expression. I couldn’t blame them for keeping something from me, because I was very much doing the same. My eyes moved up to King, his green eyes darkening before narrowing his eyes on his cousin, probably misinterpreting my expression. Before I could say anything, he kissed the top of my head and walked with an air of determination down the stone steps of our porch towards his cousin’s house.

      “Where are you going?” I called out, feeling a pout nearly slip onto my lips. He flashed me a knowing smile over his shoulder. Bastard.

      “Don’t worry, princess, I’ll be right back. Give me five.” He winked as I bit my lip thoughtfully, wondering what he had to say to his cousin. He better be back…

      See?! I was clingy. Ridiculous. I was ridiculous.

      “Yeah, princess.” The deep, goading voice of my neighbor to the left had me rolling my eyes. Kingston snapped his gaze towards the neighbor in question, offering him a warning look I’d never seen before. A shiver rolled over my skin, because, of course, it turned me on. Damn him. Inhaling sharply, I turned to face the man to the left of me, knowing that his brand of crazy was always bound to make my afternoon interesting.

      Stratton Lee.

      I tried to not smile while looking over him, which was a feat, because the man was adorable. Alright, that probably wasn’t a word anyone had ever used to describe him, ever, but I couldn’t help but find him a bit cute. And sexy. I mean, he could be so grumpy, yet there was a sharp wit right there, waiting to snap out from under his brooding disposition. His energy was harsher but equally as powerful as King’s. The two of them were an intoxicating pair.

      The man infuriated me though. Sometimes I just wanted to kiss his lips shut, but that wasn’t happening any time soon—that would not make my life any easier, nor the difficult situation I was in. He would be shocked, though. I could imagine it, and not much surprised the man, so I would consider that a win on my end.

      Stratton liked to consider himself the symbolic ‘black sheep’ of Wildberry. Although frankly, I think that was just a way to distance himself from us. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I one hundred percent supported and believed that he enjoyed the gauges in his ears, the tattoos littering his forearms, and the dark motorcycle boots he always wore that looked like he could kick the mess out of someone with. It did draw a very large contrast, though, between him and everything that was Wildberry, which I was learning was purposeful on his end. I mean, there were also the bruised knuckles from fighting, the messy, unruly black hair, and ridiculously blue, piercing eyes that seemed to always be staring straight into my very soul, incinerating any possible walls I had up.

      You’re starting to see my problem, right? None of these men should have this many things working for them.

      “Stratton, I didn’t realize you were talking to me since you called me ‘princess,’” I chimed sarcastically.

      The man’s full lips tweaked up as he looked over my red dress before literally vaulting over his porch rail, landing in the lawn and walking across our side yard to look up at me on the porch. Although looking up was somewhat subjective since he was around King’s height, if not slightly taller.

      “Now I’m not good enough for you because King is back?” he asked softly, trying to sound sarcastic despite the wounded undertone of his voice.

      How on earth had he gotten… you know what, no. I wasn’t going to overthink this one.

      “First of all, you only hung out with me twice this summer, and all the other times I tried to spend time with you, you were ‘busy.’ Second, you know I enjoy hanging out with you when you aren’t acting like a jerk.” My hand darted out to mess up his dark hair as he grabbed my wrist and kissed the pulse gently, making me blush, much to my frustration.

      While growing up, Stratton had been the kid I’d fought with. We had fought about everything and anything. One time, we came home covered in mud because he made a bet he could put more on himself than me, and at seven, that was like a fight to the death.

      The habit had continued and shaped into this sarcastic banter that only got worse the more he tried to distance himself from our group. I had no idea what reason he’d come up with in his head for needing to do so, because if I knew one thing about Stratton, it was that he was so stubborn. The man was his own worst enemy, and I hoped he would realize that one day so that we could go back to how we had been before.

      I knew it probably killed him that whenever we were together, we slipped into ‘us’ so easily, as if there was no distance. I loved it, but I knew it probably frustrated him. I really was understanding of the fact that he was clearly working some things out, but I couldn’t help him if he wouldn’t talk to me.

      “Does your mother know you use those dirty words, angel face?” His grin was wicked as his warm hand dropped my wrist and instead wrapped around my ankle through the marble railings of the porch. My center clenched as I tried to not show just how much that smile and tone of voice affected me. The last thing I needed was Stratton realizing I was attracted to him.

      “You’re annoying,” I claimed, a small smirk forming on his face as I tried to ignore the sound of my heartbeat in my ears.

      I could tell he saw through it, though, his eyes lighting up to a near silver as he offered me a heated look. I knew it didn’t help that he was probably a bit worked up right now, especially since King was back. The two of them had always been competitive, even growing up.

      Letting go of my ankle, he walked around the porch towards the front steps as I found myself walking to meet him there, hating that my feet seemed to move of their own accord. I hopped down two steps as he leaned against the railing, his hands wrapping around my waist to steady me as I tried to not sigh at the comfortable, familiar touch. This was the problem with him, with all of them! Their touch felt amazing.

      “Yeah, Dahlia?” His deep voice had me feeling a bit dizzy as my gaze followed his lips. “How annoying?”

      Not annoying at all. Unfortunately. And this was exactly why we didn’t spend a lot of time together, this insane chemistry.

      Before I could come up with a sassy retort, my gaze snapped to the secondary gates of the community opening to let through a Mercedes G-class. Stratton muttered under his breath as the luxury vehicle rolled past the first two houses, blasting music. I leaned against the man, placing my hands on his shoulders as he turned towards the car.

      Despite our little back and forth, Stratton was one of my best friends. We were just going through a difficult time. I mean, he had even taken me out on his motorcycle this summer, something that I’d enjoyed far more than I would have assumed. Now we just needed to work on getting his head out of his behind so he could stop overthinking everything.

      In school he’d kept a distance as well, stating that he didn’t want to ‘fuck up’ what people thought about me. I had wanted to shake the man for thinking I would care about that, and I was thrilled that we didn’t need to worry about any of that anymore. It was over. A dark chill rolled up my spine, that nagging anxiety reminding me that my statement wasn’t completely true.

      I wasn’t positive that particular problem was ever going to go away.
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      “Why is he staying, again?” I muttered, glaring at the car that was approaching my house. I may have felt some level of frustration with Stratton, but it was nothing, and I mean nothing in comparison to Yates Carter.

      I knew why Stratton was staying. His grandmother, his only living relative, was sick. Legitimately, extremely sick. I knew it caused him pain to talk about, so I tried to not ask for updates too often, but I did stop over there once a week to sit with her on the porch and drink some sweet tea. As long as she was having a good day, of course, because during the bad, she could barely leave bed. In some ways, I think the situation left Stratton feeling worse and more frustrated than when his parents had died in a car crash before sixth grade. As he always described it, that moment had been like ‘ripping off a bandaid’ or ‘popping a bubble,’ whereas this was slower, more painful to experience on a daily basis.

      I understood what he was trying to say, but both were horrible situations to be in, and both were concepts that I wished I could protect him from. Something that probably sounded ridiculous, considering Stratton didn’t need protection. Well, physically, at least. Emotionally, though? I could and had done that before.

      When his parents passed, I hadn’t known much about grief. I’d overhead my parents talking about the incident and had watched the police come and go from the house next door for hours until I worked up the nerve to go over there myself. I hadn’t told my parents what I was doing, but when I found Stratton in his bedroom crying, I curled up behind him and hugged him like my mom always did when I was upset. When I woke up, I’d been back at my house, but I’d continued to do exactly the same thing ten or twenty times in a row until I was positive my friend would be okay.

      Every summer, though, starting on June 6th, Stratton disappeared for about a week, and unfortunately, unlike when we were little, he was far more difficult to find and get a hold of. This past summer, I’d managed to find him sitting outside two days after the anniversary of their passing, smoking a cigarette and looking pissed right off. He had tried to be an ass and had even said some stuff that I later hit him over the head for, but I had been persistent, and when I finally sat behind him on the back stone stairs of his house and wrapped my arms around him, he’d let me hold him. I’m not positive how long we sat like that, but he’d let me run my fingers through his hair, and at one point I was almost positive he’d been crying, but I didn’t ask. I hadn’t wanted to move, afraid to break the moment.

      The next day he acted as if none of that had happened, something that had both unsurprised me and bummed me out in equal parts. That was okay, though—I had endless patience. So yeah, I understood why Stratton was staying in the area, and despite the reasoning, I was glad for it.

      I also knew why King was staying here. The Ross family had laid it out from very early on that if King wanted to go to college, he could, but that it wasn’t necessary. He had chosen to get to work right away and take classes at Silver Oak when he had free time. Something that had absolutely thrilled me, because it meant he was staying here. With me.

      But why the heck was Yates staying?

      Couldn’t he go against the grain and attend one of those Ivy Leagues he’d gotten into? I knew he didn’t give a flip what others thought of him, so I had no idea what was stopping him… actually, that was a lie. I knew he wanted to stay close to his parents, especially his mom. A reprieve from his foolishness would have been nice, though.

      I nearly rolled my eyes at my own words, because despite how annoying I found Yates, the idea of him actually gone left me feeling… empty? Sure, let’s go with that.

      Either way, here he was, pulling up to my curb, two houses too early if you ask me. I narrowed my eyes at my archnemesis as he hopped out of his car. For the record, yes, it was difficult to be enemies when you hung out every single day, but I tried, damn it. I tried.

      I narrowed my eyes at the way-too-handsome-for-his-own-good man, wondering how he moved so easily despite his large muscular frame. It seemed like he should have been more awkward with all those muscles, right? I looked over his designer suit, his tie undone just slightly and pulled away from his tan neck, and his platinum blonde hair styled back with a few pieces that had broken away to cross over his face. After rounding his car, almost immediately, his silver eyes focused in on me as he crossed my lawn. I had no idea what to do with this man, and he sure as heck had no idea what to do with me.

      Well, actually, I had a few ideas…

      “Aren’t you two cute.” Yates offered an antagonistic smile as his eyes flashed dangerously. “Does King know you are fucking Stratton on the side, bunny?”

      I hated the casual way he put his hands in his pockets, as if bothering me was literally the only thing he had planned for the evening. It probably was. It didn’t help that the way he said ‘fucking’ turned me on, along with his blunt nature and the way his temper seemed to spark randomly, usually in reference to other men. Although, to be fair, with Stratton it was toned down.

      I sighed and put my elbow up on Stratton’s muscular shoulder, cradling my chin in my palm and attempting to look bored. “I’m not even entertaining that question. You, Yates, are not now nor ever will be privy to information about my sex life.”

      Or lack thereof.

      I wasn’t going to play this game with him. He knew well and good I wasn’t sleeping with anyone. Something that I would love to change any day here. I mean, I was eighteen, I was sort of over this crap right now. I had attractive men around me, around the clock, and yet I couldn’t find anyone to help me out? I was almost positive that they found me attractive, but that was about where my instincts stopped and ended.

      I mean, couldn’t it just be a hook up for the sake of a hook up? Hell, I may even take Yates at this point. Sure, with any of them it would mean a ton more to me than them since I was absolutely in love with them… but what’s the worst that could happen? They acted like it never happened? Broke my heart when I found them with someone else? Yeah, alright, that was fair. Plus, Yates was currently not on my ‘good’ list, so I wasn’t willing to extend my fantasy invitation to him.

      Not that he would take me up on it.

      “We’ll see about that,” he growled, causing my skin to prickle as I smirked. Or maybe he would. Alright, I admit it, I may find it somewhat entertaining to mess with the man. I wasn’t positive how Yates felt about me besides frustrated and oddly possessive, but I did know what happened when I tried to go out on actual dates.

      My butt in his Mercedes on the way back to Wildberry Lane. Every. Single. Time.

      Usually, my father was already waiting on the porch and just offered him a smile as I stormed into the house, complaining about his ridiculous, overbearing actions that contrasted his dismissive attitude. My dad found it funny, and the other boys seemed to as well, which was probably why I’d stopped going on dates.

      Also because it was a bit embarrassing. I mean, the man was a hot head, and so whenever he showed up at the restaurant, it usually went something along the lines of ‘get in the car, we are going home,’ followed by me telling him ‘no.’ Then my date would step in, and before long I was having to walk out of the restaurant trying to not laugh because Yates was so worked up. I mean, I couldn’t be all that upset, because half the time I went on those dates just to be nice. Plus, to torture Yates, I’d spend the entire car ride home pestering him on why it bothered him so much that I had been on a date.

      His answers were always entertaining and completely illogical.

      That wasn’t even a joke. One time he had looked me in the eye and said ‘because if you end up liking him, you’re going to do that weird happy humming thing and it will get stuck in my head.’ Like, what? The man was so odd.

      “What do you want, Yates?” I arched a brow, my other hand straying to Stratton’s hair as Yates’s gaze tracked the movement, his eyes narrowing slightly. I had to admit, in this lighting? He looked like some angelic model. No, models were way less muscular than he was. He just was very attractive, and his features were almost perfect. Like, it was very hard to find a flaw when it came to Yates’s physical appearance.

      Personality was a different side of the coin.

      “Is that Yates out there?!” my mother chimed. The bastard’s face broke into a charming smile that was at least part authentic, though part was to piss me off. My mom appeared on the porch, stepping out the door and looking absolutely effortless in her grace and beauty. I swear, if I grew up to be even an ounce of the woman she was, my life would be complete.

      “Mrs. Aldridge, it is so good to see you,” Yates, the polite bastard, greeted. “I was just telling Dahlia that my parents are extending an invitation for dinner tonight.”

      Damn him.

      “Oh, how wonderful!” Her eyes flashed to Stratton, who offered her a small, awkward smile. “Stratton! Sorry honey, didn’t see you there. How is your grandmother? I’m so glad the three of you are hanging out together, just like when you were little. I miss those times,” she said wistfully. “Dahlia, honey, you don’t have plans tonight, do you?”

      The boys blinked as I couldn’t help but let out a small laugh, loving how hyper my mom could get. She was a complete extrovert, and she literally fed off being around other people. At parties, you could practically see her getting high off the energy of it.

      “She’s doing good today,” Stratton answered, unable to help his instinct to be polite despite the topic making him tense. I smoothed a hand through his hair, hoping that it would calm him. My mom didn’t comment on the action, if she noticed.

      “Be sure to tell her I said hi and let me know if she wants me to come over to help around the house. I’m always next door, and I know you kids are busy celebrating being done with school,” she called out happily before walking back inside, not waiting for an answer on my plans for the evening.

      She knew I didn’t have any.

      “What are you doing, Yates?” I scowled, trying to not smile at the frown that slipped onto his face. “I can’t eat with you sitting across from me.”

      “Too bad,” he chuckled, walking backward towards his car before calling out, “Just wait until you hear what my dad’s idea is tonight. You better get used to spending time with me, bunny.”

      What the hell did he mean by that?

      His car pulled away, revealing King and Dermot crossing the street, causing Stratton to stiffen slightly. I continued to run my hand through his hair and didn’t move, remembering his insecurity about King. I didn’t care what I had to do to bring Stratton back to us, I would make it happen. King offered Stratton a speculative look while Dermot moved his confused yet curious gaze from Yates’s car to my hand in Stratton’s hair. His green eyes flashed with something that had me nearly arching my brow, because call me crazy, but it almost looked… envious? Interesting.

      I needed to remember to introduce him to everyone—I’m sure he wanted to meet all his new neighbors.

      “King,” Stratton greeted, his voice filled with tension. “Good to see you made it back stateside.”

      “It’s nice to be back, fully.” King’s voice was filled with warning as his eyes flashed to the limited space between Stratton and I. Oh lord. Can we say overprotective?

      “Dermot!” I chirped, walking down the steps after squeezing Stratton’s shoulder. “It’s so good to see you again.”

      I was ignoring the staring contest behind me as Dermot looked at the two competitive men for a moment before seeming to shake himself of some thought and looking back down at me. And let me tell you, it was quite the distance. He had to have been 6’5’’, right? I mean, that seemed extreme, but the man was very large. I loved it.

      “You as well, lass,” he rumbled. King snapped his head towards his cousin, giving another look I didn’t fully understand. What the heck was going on with him today? I didn’t get the feeling King was even upset, not really. He just seemed… on edge? Like he was annoyed about something. Or with someone? Honestly, that could be completely incorrect. He just seemed a bit off.

      “Well, brother, I didn’t get an invitation to his little party, what about you?” Immediately, a smile broke onto my face as I turned towards Sterling’s voice, setting my gaze on my two other best friends.

      “Can’t say I did, brother,” Lincoln admitted softly.

      I was already in Sterling’s arms upon his twin’s answer, wrapping mine around his muscular waist as he dipped his head and lifted me up. A squeak and small laugh escaped my throat as I ran my fingers through his warm cinnamon-colored hair that contrasted his azure blue eyes, which were watching me with amusement and affection. I knew they had just gotten back from practice, because they both smelled freshly showered.

      Sterling’s strong jawline had a slight scruff on it, and the shirt he wore, despite being clean, had paint on it, his jeans and tennis shoes equally as worn and colorful. No matter how much money you had, an artist was an artist… and artists were sometimes messy as all get-out.

      “You and you,” I pointed out to his fraternal twin, Lincoln, who wrapped a hand around my waist while smiling at me, “have an eternal standing invitation to hang out.” It was true, and Lincoln knew it. His white-blonde hair, almost sugar-like in coloring, had slight golden red undertones to it, but his eyes matched his brother’s almost exactly. Lincoln’s polo and brightly colored shorts, though, were a far cry from his brother, and while the first wore contacts, the second wore a pair of dark rimmed glasses that made him look like a blonde Clark Kent.

      This right here? This was my favorite look on them. I’d seen them dressed to the nines, but nothing was better than this.

      Wait, that’s a lie. When we had a movie night and they were in hoodies and athletic pants, that was equally as wonderful. I mean, I couldn’t count the amount of times I’d fallen asleep between them in their home movie theatre in the basement of their property. I’m just saying, there was totally an opportunity missed there.

      “Lincoln. Sterling.” Kingston offered an authentic smile as they did that weird guy hug. I wasn’t fully focused on anyone but the twins, though, at the moment, as per usual when I was with them or within a few feet of them, even. I felt a bit enamored by their presence.

      Despite their rugby practice schedule, we had seen one another almost every evening this summer. I mean, to be fair, it was an easy task, considering they lived just on the other side of Stratton.

      Speaking of which, my gaze snapped to the side as someone shifted in my peripheral. I frowned, watching as Stratton walked back towards his house, his hands tucked into his pockets as he seemed to think about something. I was sprinting across the yard as I hurried to reach him, grasping his forearm and pulling so that he would stop. He turned with a surprised arched brow as I kept my hold on him.

      “Where are you going?” I demanded, feeling hurt he would just walk away without a goodbye.

      “Didn’t want to interrupt the reunion,” he offered, looking exhausted despite his attempt to be sarcastic. “Figured it was a good time to dip out.”

      “Why? You don’t need to. You’re my friend, Stratton, and you know they consider you the same. Come hang out with us, you haven’t in forever,” I pointed out, making it very clear that I wanted him there.

      He leaned forward, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “Maybe next time, angel face. Let me know if you want to hang out after dinner.”

      I let out a small, disappointed sigh as he walked away, my heart squeezing. I couldn’t help but appreciate how beautiful the man was, his muscular outline highlighted by the sky turning a pink and orange hue that had me wanting to take a picture of the moment. I was going to figure this out. Every time he pushed me away, it just reaffirmed the necessity of getting through to him and figuring out why he was acting like this.

      Turning, I found Dermot staring at me with an unreadable expression. Then again, I’d just met the man, so he could be feeling nothing and just staring at me. Somehow I didn’t think that was likely. The man seemed to vibrate with emotion.

      “So, Dermot.” I drew closer, walking past the twins and King talking, asking the man the first question that popped in my head. “How old are you?” Call me crazy, but this man did not look like he had just gotten out of high school. None of the guys really did… but more so him than even King.

      “Twenty,” he answered smoothly.

      “So are you here to work with King at the family business?” I asked curiously, hoping he wouldn’t leave before I could get to know him better.

      What? He seemed interesting!

      “Probably.” He nodded, seeming to gauge my response.

      “Well,” I offered a cheeky smile, “welcome, officially, to Wildberry Lane. Fair warning, my mother will probably be bringing over a welcome basket tomorrow. I promise you, she is super nice, but she will probably ask you about your entire life, so be prepared.”

      He chuckled, flashing a full smile, and the feeling that warmed my chest had me knowing that Dermot was going to be a problem. Luckily, my mom stepped out onto the porch right there and then, stopping me from staring at him and his perfect laugh like an idiot. Mom to the rescue.

      “Honey, we have dinner in an hour.”

      “That’s my cue,” I explained. “See you in a bit, boys. King, I am so glad you’re home.”

      “Don’t kill Yates tonight, princess.” His grin was sexy and dangerous.

      I didn’t answer but instead just smiled.

      Undetermined.
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      If I found myself in hell for all of eternity, I would be perfectly content. I’d already experienced heaven, and it was in the form of a radiant, green-eyed woman that had managed to fuck up my entire universe in a span of seconds. That shouldn’t have been possible. I’d spent my entire life completely unaffected by people, exactly how I had preferred it. Then I’d seen her.

      I wish I could tell you I was being dramatic, but I’d felt the air practically get bulldozed from my chest when I’d finally looked up to where my cousin had been. I had been so caught up in my own thoughts that I hadn’t considered why he was calling me outside. I should have been more careful, because I’d fallen right into the trap, and when I’d first looked up, the only thing I’d been able to see was green.

      Possibly the greenest eyes I’d ever seen. Her glowing, tan complexion and bright, interested gaze had been overwhelming as I’d found a part of my chest beating that I hadn’t even been aware existed anymore. Not to say I didn’t have a heart… but I sure as fuck hadn’t used it in years. That was all before I even realized she was in my cousin’s arms, because frankly, it hadn’t mattered.

      The woman was a goddess among men, and I knew the longer I was around her, the worse this pull would get. I had never reacted so intensely to someone. It was unhealthy. It was sick. Dahlia Aldridge was absolutely dangerous, and not just to me. I didn’t trust how I would react in situations that included her.

      I no longer questioned why King acted how he did. His words from this summer had started to click together in a larger network of understanding. I’d thought his obsessive interest in the woman had been amusing at best, but now I understood that there was absolutely nothing fucking funny about it.

      This was unnatural. This was impossible. The emotion coursing through me was enough to bring me to my knees.

      My gaze followed her apple-red dress and lithe tan frame as she walked up the stone steps of her massive estate, a bright smile on her face as she offered a small twirl before disappearing through the front door. Walking seemed like such an average descriptor for how she moved. Floated? That seemed to work better. My fingers twitched as I fought the urge to go after her. Talk about fucking scaring her off.

      My eyes traveled up the stone steps of the impressive structure she lived in, the large stone columns and massive ferns creating a tropical, almost British Colonial shaded paradise that was not only alluring but encouraged one to explore. I felt like I was on the edge of discovering the rarest treasure, and I knew it was right within reach, just through that large archway that led into their house.

      Holy fuck, I needed to get out of here. This town. This country. This had been a horrible idea. A horrible idea that seemed like the pathway to the sweetest reward. I swallowed, trying to not think about how sweet she would taste, imagining her curvy little frame pressed up against me as I devoured those bright red lips. Her sugary scent surrounded me, making my cock pulse. I’d been uncomfortably hard since the moment I first saw her.

      My jaw clenched, wishing that this pull was just physical. That would have been easy enough. This was different, though… this pull was something else.

      I wanted to know everything about Dahlia.

      I ran a hand through my hair, trying to calm my pulse by taking deep breaths so I didn’t do anything drastic. The last thing I wanted to do was scare the woman off by acting like a fucking nut job. Although she should be scared, because I sure as hell was terrified. My thoughts were irrational. I’d never, in my entire life, felt such a tsunami of lust as I did when first setting my gaze on Dahlia in my cousin’s arms.

      Bloody hell, this was so fucked up. I grunted, opening my eyes, realizing that closing them only made it worse. I couldn’t get her curious smile or the way she blushed out of my mind.

      Why the fuck did I find that attractive?

      I had absolutely never found that type of mannerism attractive. The women I had been with in the past had been the exact opposite of Dahlia in every single way. There hadn’t been any love lost between them or I, because there hadn’t been any strong emotions. Attraction, sure, but that was all I ever allowed myself to feel. No one had inspired anything differently, as it was. So why the fuck was this happening now? Was this my punishment for being such a cold, mean bastard?

      Probably.

      It didn’t take away from the fact that I loved how she blushed. Would she blush if I told her how I wanted to take her on the ground like an animal? Damn it. A woman like Dahlia deserved better than that, than me, but there was an uncontrollable urge to claim her that was buzzing through my chest and head. What did I do with these emotions? I’d never felt this out of control, this irrational.

      I didn’t even feel ashamed for practically running away from her upon our first meeting. I had been hit with so many emotions, and the fact that I knew exactly how Kingston felt about Dahlia didn’t help. She’d been a constant topic of conversation throughout the entire summer, and I found myself recalling every small detail my cousin had mentioned about her in passing. Nothing he said compared to seeing her in person, but I was finding it impressive—and slightly worrisome—just how observant Kingston was. Like, obsessively.

      I was damn positive there wasn’t anything he didn’t know about Dahlia, and I found myself jealous that he knew her so well. That he had such an important part in her life. This was going to be an issue. I was man enough to admit that I was not only overwhelmed, but suddenly in way over my head.

      “How has she been?” King demanded. His smile disappeared the minute that she was out of sight, the cousin I knew well falling back in place. The sudden change made me feel better. Made me feel like I could breathe again, because there was something normal about this situation, something that I could rely on.

      It had taken me off guard how happy she had seemed to make him whenever they talked during the summer, but after today? I understood it completely. It was like the woman warmed and softened everything around her into a whirlwind of sweetness. It should have disgusted me, but instead I found myself craving it.

      Craving her. Craving the soft affection she seemed to offer those around her.

      Turning back towards their conversation, I didn’t even bother trying to pretend I wasn’t listening to them. Hell. Every time she and King had talked on the phone this summer, I’d found myself listening to the sound of her sweet, intoxicating, sleepy voice. I should have predicted the problem then. Unfortunately, I hadn’t taken the warning my subconscious had offered when I’d been so attracted to her mere voice… so here I was.

      “I don’t know.” Sterling ran a hand through his hair and offered him a concerned look. “I want to say better, but I have a feeling she’s still getting those bullshit messages. She said she shut down her personal social media accounts, but whenever we try to ask her about it, she changes the topic.”

      “We tried pushing it a few weeks ago, and I swear to fucking Christ, King, she almost cried,” Lincoln added, his face paling at the concept of her tears. I didn’t blame him. My chest squeezed, feeling uncomfortably tight at the idea of her crying, even though it was only in my imagination.

      Trying to distract myself from my obsessive thought pattern revolving around Dahlia, I mentally noted that Lincoln’s talking cadence was slightly slower than his brother’s. I thought I could detect a very small, barely noticeable stutter that he had clearly worked on getting rid of for some time. It was possible I was imagining it, but it gave me something to focus on figuring out… until his next words had my thoughts sliding right back in Dahlia’s direction again.

      “I can handle a lot, but not her crying,” he admitted, his jaw clenching.

      My eyes moved back towards Dahlia’s house once again, almost involuntarily, hoping to catch another glance of her. Fuck. I needed to stop. I’d always had a slightly obsessive personality—it was something King and I had both inherited from our fathers’ side—but never in my life had it been focused on a goddamn person before. I could already see me excusing myself to do crazy shit in the name of either figuring out more about her or keeping her safe.

      I needed to hop back on the family jet and get the fuck out of here. I wouldn’t, though. I knew I wouldn’t. Shit. I wanted to be angry at her for inspiring this, for bringing me to this level. I knew it wasn’t her fault, though—she’d barely said a few words to me. It wasn’t her fault that I had fucking problems.

      Reaching into my worn jean pocket, I pulled out a pack of cigarettes, lighting one while watching my cousin seemingly think something over. Finally, he let out a frustrated noise and shook his head.

      “She’s not going to admit anything is wrong unless there is literal proof right in front of us. We know that. This is the same woman that wouldn’t even tell us when she sprained her ankle in grade school because she was concerned it would ruin our goddamn playtime at recess.”

      Why did that bother me so much? I needed to watch out for shit like that. You know, just to make sure she was staying safe… not because I wanted to slowly integrate my life with hers until she had no choice but to accept my presence.

      Bloody hell. I was so fucked.

      “What the hell is going on?” I finally asked, because I was seconds away from losing my mind. Apparently, the concept of Dahlia getting hurt didn’t sit well with me.

      Weird.

      All three of them looked at me, then Sterling let out a small sigh. “He really should know. Also, someone needs to make sure Yates keeps his mouth shut tonight at their dinner. His head is too far up his ass to realize he has to be tactful instead of acting like a dumb fuck.”

      I smirked slightly at the anger there. What? I had a bit of a temper. So did King—understatement of the century—so it made me feel a bit better that Sterling seemed to as well. I had met these men before when they’d come with King overseas a few times now… but even I had to admit they’d changed. I wasn’t positive exactly what was going on here, but it wasn’t normal, and oddly, that didn’t bother me.

      “This spring,” King began, capturing my attention as he looked towards the house to make sure we were still alone, “and I have no idea how the hell we hadn’t caught onto this, but apparently she began being bullied online. Not in school, probably because we were there with her, but she began receiving these horrible anonymous messages and a bunch of other shit. It had started right after the holidays and got progressively worse, because instead of telling anyone, she kept trying to brush it off. Of course, we started to realize there was something wrong, but Dahlia is extremely good at deflecting situations and bringing it back to you. She always had some minor reason for why her mood was off, so I trusted she would fucking tell us if something was going on. I didn’t consider—”

      King inhaled sharply, running his fingers through his hair, looking like he was going to absolutely lose his shit. I exhaled the smoke of my cigarette, wondering just how close we were to King having a complete rage blackout. I wish I was joking about that concern, but he’d been like that since we were young teens. Usually he was damn good at keeping his shit together, but there had been a few times when he absolutely lost it, and, well, last time had been this summer… that cleanup price tag had been actually rather expensive.

      Luckily, the person that suffered his wrath had deserved it, so I couldn’t be all that upset. It wasn’t like his father would be surprised, and mine wasn’t around enough to notice.

      Sterling eyed him with speculation, and I know they were concerned about the same thing I was. “The reason Dahlia didn’t tell us wasn’t because of a lack of trust, King. You know that. She didn’t tell us because she didn’t want to bother us with it. She will always do shit like that—it’s who she is. That is never going to change.”

      Sterling fixed his gaze on mine as my cousin nodded, staying silent. “I found her sobbing after one of our classes, and one thing led to another until I essentially took her fucking phone from her. It was pretty damn easy to see what had worked her up since the messages were actively coming in—” He inhaled, a dark flash crossing his face. “They were bad. Really fucking bad.”

      “We still don’t know who was doing it,” Lincoln admitted quietly. “The number wasn’t traceable, and she won’t talk about it. She has deleted all of her apps, supposedly, and acts like it never happened.”

      Silence filled the space between us as I found a rage settling in my chest, one that was purely fueled by the concept that someone had and possibly continued to hurt Dahlia. I swallowed, feeling unbalanced.

      “Has she been eating more?” King nearly barked out as if the question had just occurred to him, catching me off guard.

      “Hard to tell,” Sterling hedged. “She eats with us and her parents, but you know how that shit can go.”

      “Why wouldn’t she be eating?” I didn’t bother stopping the question leaving my mouth. I was a lost cause at this point.

      “A lot of the messages revolved around her looks,” King explained. “We were over for dinner one night, and her mom mentioned to her in passing that she needed to eat more, that she was looking too thin. I hadn’t noticed it until then, but once I did, it was impossible to fucking ignore.”

      He eyed me cautiously before admitting, “According to her records from the doctor, she has lost almost fifteen pounds in the space of about six months. How we didn’t fucking notice that is beyond me.”

      I blinked, realizing King was admitting to breaking into her medical records. I didn’t comment on that, though. I was far more concerned about the fact that the tiny woman I’d been talking to only minutes ago couldn’t really afford to lose weight.

      “I am torn between wanting to kill everyone and anyone that sent her shit,” King explained, his voice going cold before he sighed, “and spanking her ass bright red for not telling us when this shit started. We could have handled it. It should have never gotten this bad.”

      Kingston didn’t make the first set of threats lightly. I hadn’t ever seen him kill anyone until this summer, but once I had, it was obvious he’d done it before. There was a calmness that followed his rage that only came from someone that had killed and killed often. It should have concerned me, but the world our family was part of was anything but clean or neat. It was cruel and cold.

      Publicly, our family ran an international shipping company, but our roots were tied and embedded in something darker. The legal front was relatively new, but for hundreds of years, the Ross family had been a fundamental part of the largest crime syndicate in the United Kingdom.

      We weren’t good people and never claimed to be.

      We did protect our family, though, and it was clear as day that King considered Dahlia just that and much more.

      “Once we live together, it will make all of this easier,” Lincoln pointed out.

      What?

      “Are we going ahead with what we discussed?” Sterling asked King. I could see the hope on his face as I tried to play catch-up on the quick change of pace.

      King’s gaze moved over to the house he’d purchased and demanded I live in. I would have been perfectly happy living in town or at his place, but I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. I fucking prefered my own space, and the estate I lived in now was extensive.

      “Yeah, I’ve got something in the works,” he admitted.

      Why did I feel like there was something much larger going on here that I wasn’t fully understanding? My gaze moved back to her house as a flash of red disappeared from a window on the third floor. I couldn’t help but smile and chuckle a bit at that. The woman was a terrible spy and pretty fucking adorable, which was a word that I never used. Dahlia was going to drive me absolutely insane, and she’d barely spoken more than a few words to me. I couldn’t imagine how bad it would get if she gave me the goddamn time of day.

      I needed to talk to King about this.

      The only thing that was allowing me to maintain a small level of sanity was knowing how strongly King felt for her. I could never do that to him. He was the only real family I had, so if I had to suffer in silence and obsess from a distance, I would figure something out. I may have been a piece of shit and a bastard, but loyalty was huge to me. In fact, it was probably the only value that I did have.

      “I don’t like the idea of her going to Yates’s house right now—he’s been an ass all summer and won’t let us explain that he needs to chill the fuck out around her,” Lincoln said, his frustration seeping through his words.

      King answered my unasked question. “I don’t think you’ve met Yates before, but he’s a good friend. So is Stratton—not that you would be able to fucking tell, but that’s a long story. Yates doesn’t listen to anyone, and if I bring this shit up to him, he is more likely to do the exact opposite just to prove a point.”

      Sterling shook his head. “He isn’t doing it to hurt Dahlia, he just has no goddamn patience. If he brings anything up to her tonight and tries to push it, any progress we have made will completely disappear.”

      A low rumble of annoyance at the idea of Yates upsetting Dahlia broke from my throat before I could stop myself. What was wrong with me? Kingston offered me a knowing smirk as I flipped him off dismissively before lighting another cigarette. To be fair, he shouldn’t really be all that surprised. I may not have had a bloodlust like King, but my temper was what had landed me here to begin with.

      My father had decided that I was too much of a problem and that his brother would be better equipped to handle his ‘troubled’ son. As if that was the real issue. He just didn’t like that I had certain lines that I wasn’t okay with crossing. Luckily, they were the same lines that King and my uncle had. My father was the outlier, and I knew that the family was trying to phase him out as it was… so I didn’t mind cutting connections.

      In the twenty something years I’d been on this planet, he’d never made me anything but fucking miserable. I had my inheritance and the side of the family that was worth fighting for, so he could fuck off.

      My knuckles were still busted from the night of the event. The night that had caused all of this. It had been worth it, in my mind, but not everyone agreed. One of my father’s business associates, one of the real ones that wasn’t part of the larger system, had brought his son to the event for the Ross & Co. When I had found the little piece of shit trying to sexually assault a very unwilling server halfway through the night, I’d ended that shit pretty quickly. I wasn’t positive why my father found it so difficult to understand my reasoning, but then again, there was a reason my mum had left him.

      The man didn’t have a compassionate or understanding bone in his body. I much preferred my uncle anyway, so fuck him. I would miss Ardara, but I was starting to find Wildberry Lane could be better than I expected. Not just because of Dahlia, either… although that was a large draw.

      No, I was glad King and I were becoming so much closer. Hopefully he wouldn’t very literally kill me when I told him that I was attracted to the woman he was in love with. It was possible I’d end up six feet under anyway. I wouldn’t lie to him, though—if he asked, I would tell him exactly what I thought of her.

      When I’d stormed back into my new place the first time and he’d come after me, he’d not only expressed his frustration for why I was acting like an ‘ass,’ but the bastard had pestered me about what I thought about Dahlia. I had kept my mouth fucking zipped, and the only thing that had gotten me back out there was when he claimed I’d hurt her feelings for just walking away without a word. I was damn positive that had also answered his question, which was annoying.

      King looked over to Yates’s house after typing out a message on his phone, my attention being drawn to the property that had a flashy Mercedes sitting in its circular driveway. I wasn’t much of a car guy myself, but I did appreciate a luxury vehicle, and it made me all the more eager for my car to be delivered already. I’d considered leaving it in Ireland, but I knew my father would probably destroy it to spite me, so I’d made arrangements for it to be delivered here.

      My Aston Martin DBS Superleggera was fucking beautiful, and that wasn’t me bragging. It was literally gorgeous and probably the only material purchase I’d ever made that I valued. I tilted my head, wondering what type of car Dahlia liked. My eyes trailed towards where her driveway disappeared to a garage in the back. I would have to ask.

      I tapped my cigarette on the edge of my boot as Yates, I assume, walked out of his large marble monstrosity that these men were considering a house. I was no stranger to luxury real estate, but these properties seemed extreme, even by my standards. His eyes moved towards Dahlia’s house with interest before scowling and approaching us, looking annoyed that we had bothered him. I didn’t buy it.

      I did wonder if King was aware his friends were in love with Dahlia.

      I knew my cousin was smart enough to realize it, so either he was purposefully ignoring it or choosing it to handle it this way because of some unknown reason. This past summer, he’d beat the shit out of someone at a pub for making a crude comment about Dahlia when they’d seen a photo of her pop up on his phone… so this surprised me. A lot.

      “What?” Yates demanded as he slid his hands into his pockets and fixed us with an annoyed look.

      I chuckled at his tone as Kingston sighed. “We need to talk about dinner tonight.”

      Yates offered me a small head nod in greeting, clearly having been told who I was, before offering King a smile. “No. I don’t think we need to talk at all about dinner. I’ve been handling shit with the twins all summer, King. We’ve been fine. Just because you’re back doesn’t mean I’m going to change what I’m fucking doing.”

      “Damn it, Yates, you know we can’t—”

      “Do not treat me like I am oblivious to that woman’s every fucking move,” he hissed, his amused smirk disappearing. “You’re not special just because Dahlia knows how obsessed you are with her.”

      Was this a real conversation they were having? Shaking my head, I realized I was the only one that seemed to find this conversation surprising. Yates continued, “Plus, I have a temporary solution to our problem. We need to monitor her to make sure she’s okay, and since we haven’t moved yet—”

      “What the f-fuck are you talking about, monitoring her?” Lincoln demanded, his voice rushed and catching slightly. Well, at least I’d been right about one thing today. He did have a slight stutter. It was nice to know I wasn’t completely losing it.

      Yates rolled his eyes. “Calm down. My father is just going to offer her a position at the law firm.”

      “She won’t take it.” King narrowed his gaze. “She has enough on her plate, and she starts her photography classes soon. She doesn’t need any added stress from some bullshit job just so you can keep an eye on her.”

      “You know what’s more harmful than stress? Not. Fucking. Eating,” Yates hissed out, stepping into his space. I honestly was starting to wonder if I was going to need to break them up if this turned into a fight. He continued, “Or getting bullied online until she is fucking sobbing again. I don’t trust that she isn’t still being harrassed—she would never tell us. If she is working in the office, I have eyes on her, and I can keep tabs on her laptop and phone.”

      I shook my head, because this… this was fucked up.

      Lincoln’s jaw clenched. “Do you not give a f-fuck at all about whether she t-trusts us? If you do that and she f-finds out, you’re screwed, Yates.”

      “I would much rather have her fucking furious at me and have to beg for her trust back than to ever see her lying in a goddamn hospital bed,” Yates bit out, authentic fear flashing across his face, making my cousin deflate slightly.

      He continued, running a hand through his hair and looking at her house, “It’s the best option, King. Any time you want to put the other plan into action, fine, but we’ve let this go on for way too long. I’m done not stepping in.”

      I may not agree with his tactics, but the man wasn’t wrong, exactly.

      “Are all of you insane?” I finally voiced. “All of this shit is her decision, right? You can’t just tap her phone, mate. That’s fucked up.”

      Right? That was a fucked up thing to do, last time I checked…

      The twins both offered me an amused smirk and shook their heads as King and Yates both offered me a blank look as if I’d spoken a different language. Had I? Maybe I’d slipped into Gaelic because of my frustration and confusion…

      I felt a surge of protectiveness that I’d never experienced before run over me, imagining what Yates was saying about her in a hospital bed. Fuck that shit. My fingers twitched as I tried to not run them through my hair in frustration. I think this woman had cast some type of spell on me—it was the only explanation for my irrational way of thinking.

      It made more sense that she had magic, that she was some ethereal fairy that I couldn’t help but be pulled to, than the thought that I was obsessed with a woman I’d met less than an hour ago. Maybe I was jet lagged and needed some sleep. That also made sense.

      “This shit is not her decision,” Yates insisted, frowning at my words. “I’ll carry her little ass to the office every day if that is what it takes to make sure she is healthy.”

      “This isn’t the right way to handle it,” King pointed out, “but he’s right. We have to do something, even if it is something to move her in the right direction to being more open with us. We can’t handle this properly unless she tells us what the fuck is going on.”

      “What do you suggest we do then?” Yates asked, putting his hands out in question.

      “I think you need to drop this job bullshit, first of all. You don’t get to take up her entire day,” King growled.

      Shaking my head, I inhaled on my cigarette, and my gaze flickered up to the window I’d seen her in before. Why did I feel like this year was going to be really different than usual? As if everything was about to change?

      Because of Dahlia. She was already changing everything.
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      I stood in front of my antique bedroom mirror, smoothing my fingers over the pale yellow sundress I’d chosen to wear for dinner tonight. My white slip-on sandals sat near the door and matched the headband I’d used to push my dark hair away from my flushed face. After a moment, I decided to slip on a pair of sunflower earrings and nodded at my reflection, happy that I didn’t look like the hot mess I felt on the inside.

      Our dinners were always a relaxed affair, but I still wanted to look nice, something that had nothing to do with stupid Yates and his cocky yet unfotunately sexy smile.

      Having dinner together wasn’t unusual in the least. In fact, it was usually more than just the two of our families, especially during the summer season where we could easily put barbeque on the grill out back. I had to admit, I was a bit bummed that the summer was nearly over. I loved the holidays, but there was something magical about the summer on Wildberry Lane.

      Speaking of which… I walked over towards my sizable desk which faced out towards a large window and ran a finger along the green and cream colored calendar that I kept next to my laptop. My smile grew in eagerness, realizing that tomorrow was the start of the annual charity golf tournament that my family hosted on behalf of Gates Unity. I had absolutely no idea how the heck it had slipped my mind, considering it was such a big deal. Not just for me, either—no, this was a big deal for the entirety of Camellia.

      In all technicality, the match itself wasn’t until Saturday, but tomorrow would be filled with a myriad of important things to do, including preparing for the event and greeting out-of-state competitors. I probably didn’t have to attend any of the events—my parents never insisted on it—but I usually enjoyed meeting all the international golfers that attended the arrival brunch at the clubhouse, and then seeing my boys all dressed up at the opening gala was something I would absolutely never miss out on.

      I blamed my need to stare at them in all their tuxedo glory on the ‘artistic’ side of my brain that wanted to capture their beauty… that’s what we were going with.

      Saturday would follow with even more fun, and no, it had absolutely nothing to do with the golf aspect of the event. I mean, would I enjoy myself as I drove around on a golf cart, drinking champagne and going hole to hole with our entire Wildberry Lane crew? Absolutely. This event was far different than most I’d attended throughout the country.

      Unlike most matches, this one wasn’t played truly for the sport. No, this was far more about networking. It was why not only pro golfers came to it, but international business associates and political ambassadors. Up until three years ago my father had spent his time making sure to network, but now he mostly hung out with my mom and I as the younger generation made those important connections. I knew it was important for my boys to do so, and honestly, if I had even an inkling of interest in the business or politics, it could have been very useful for me.

      Too bad I found both of those rather boring.

      Could I talk international politics with the visiting guests? Absolutely. Could I debate trade policies? Yes. Did I want to? No. No, I absolutely did not. I would much rather take pictures of my Wildberry Lane family, creating a collection that could remind me of all these amazing moments if I ever lost my memories.

      Then again, my true fear wasn’t actually losing my memory.

      No, my fear was that all of this, my extreme luck in having an amazing family that surrounded me with love and affection, was going to eventually run out. That I was going to end up with nothing except for my photographs to remind me of how much love I had once felt. My eyes moved towards the large stack of photo boxes I had, all of the printed photographs kept neatly in date order, accumulated over the course of years now. Few were of me, which was the exact way I preferred it. Of course, I also had them backed up to a hard drive as well… but there was something so satisfying about holding a photograph between your fingers. At least I thought so.

      My family had always been extremely supportive of my passion. Heck, my father had even offered to ‘hire’ me for the tournament because he thought everyone should see what he called my ‘talent.’ I knew he truly meant that, but I wasn’t sure it was actually talent, because I didn’t have any true professional skill.

      I just enjoyed capturing moments and possessed the right technology to do so. When I said no, I think he may have been a bit disappointed, but he asked each year, so I’m positive he assumed he could convince me by next year. I was truly glad that he supported what I did, but I also enjoyed taking the pictures I wanted, drinking Dom Pérignon, and listening to my mom and her friends gossip. I knew it seemed silly, but the small amount of girl time was a nice reprieve from the constant force of masculinity that my boys filled my life with.

      Plus, my dad had the ability to make any rules that he wanted when it came to this event, so I knew he wouldn’t give up on it.

      Ivy Grove Country Club was an exclusive, professional-grade golf club that was owned by not only my family, but Yates’s and the twins’ families as well. It had quickly become a focal point for our small, affluent town sometime around the 60s when my grandpa had decided to make the original purchase. Before then, it had been simply a stretch of land with some poorly marked holes in it, but the Aldridge family had brought it into its ‘golden era,’ as my grandpa still to this day recounted.

      The Aldridge family had been here nearly as long as the Ross family—far over a century—and it was one of the reasons the name carried so much weight. My father had not only been best friends with King’s father throughout most of school, but when he’d met the twins’ and Yates’s fathers in their fraternity at Yale, they hadn’t hesitated to come back here to raise their families. That was when Wildberry Lane had been built up and established. I wasn’t positive how exactly Stratton’s family had come into the mix, but they’d been a fundamental part of the community and had sort of capped off the closeness of our small group.

      With that being said, it wasn’t all that surprising that my father hadn’t hesitated to split up the property with both of his best friends once his father had transferred the country club’s ownership to him. King had never asked his father why he hadn’t joined in on the deal, but I knew that they were pretty heavily invested in their trade deals overseas, so maybe it had something to do with mixing business and pleasure? Honestly, I could have asked for far more details than what I’d somewhat accumulated over time, but I figured if anything was important, they would let me know.

      Once taking ownership, though, the three families had rebranded Ivy Grove into what it was today. A professional club with extremely strict rules, covering everything from who could accompany members to what you could wear inside of the property. It was regarded as one of the best courses in the country, and for those that were members, you also had access to some exclusive benefits, especially during the summer season.

      At night, and only available during the summer, there was a ‘no guest’ rule, and the property became far more private. It became a place to unwind, and considering the absurd membership fee, it made sense that there was a level of privacy that was assured to all guests. I mean, the country club had some amazing facilities, from the clubhouse restaurant that featured a Michelin star chef to the luxury pool, tennis courts, and golf course… but to pay a half a million dollars for an initiation fee? I still felt like that was somewhat insane.

      Maybe everyone around me was just crazy.

      Normally the club closed around five, but during the summer season, members were able to carry their party on far into the night. However, for one weekend a year, everyone that was part of the tournament was invited for an evening gala on the night before the tournament and a much more exciting event the night after.

      That was the part I was most excited about.

      In the far back of the property, there was a stunning man-made lake that my father had built up with a massive fire pit and stone benches, and following the charity match each year, the entire space would come to life with drinks, music, and laughter, and for just a few hours, all the stiffness associated with our town and the club itself was gone. I think it was probably one of my favorite events all year, and I hadn’t been all that surprised when my father had agreed to hold it, because despite the strict business standards of the club, my dad was pretty chill.

      He was also a total dork, and I was very hesitant to believe Yates’s father, who claimed that my dad was a ‘shark’ in the boardroom. I mean… this was the guy who still kept a comic book collection in his office that he had inherited from his own father. The guy who dressed up with me every single Halloween, going from office to office at his workplace, just so I could trick-or-treat safely. Yeah, I suppose that made me a bit spoiled, right? I mean, it wasn’t like I wasn’t thankful! He had literally worn a dragon costume to work and hadn’t blinked an eye about doing so in front of everyone that worked for him.

      I’m pretty sure that earned him a ‘best dad ever’ award or something.

      That didn’t even include the fact that I knew he and my mom had both been partyers at Yale. I’d come across a photo of them sitting on a couch, clearly at a party, with joints in their hands and smiling at each other like total lovesick puppies. It had literally been both adorable and hilarious. My mom hadn’t been happy about me finding it since I’d been only fourteen at the time, but now my father had it framed in his office… so clearly not that upset.

      If my mom was upset about something, everyone, and I literally mean everyone, knew. Not because of her, either. No, that was all my dad. So it wouldn’t be in his office if she had that much of an issue with it.

      And yes, if you were wondering who suggested the event be added to the schedule a few years back… it was me. I hadn’t expected it to be quite as popular as it was now, if we were being honest, because at the time, I’d sort of just been looking for a reason to continue to hang out with my boys later into the night and possibly impress some of my classmates whose parents were members of the club.

      I know, different times for sure. But then again, thirteen-year-old Dahlia cared way more about making friends than I did now.

      “Are you almost ready to go?” my mom called out in passing, and I shouted back a ‘yep’ before walking back towards the mirror.

      Turning to the side slightly, I smoothed a hand over my stomach, paranoid the dress was too tight on me. Paranoid that I looked bad. My fingers played with the end of my hair nervously as anxiety prickled up the back of my neck, making me feel almost light-headed. I used to think it was low blood pressure, but considering the bile rising in my throat, I was pretty sure it was just me fending off the constant panic attacks that threatened. Any excitement for tomorrow vanished as my eyes moved over towards the scale I kept near my bathroom door.

      Giving in, I walked over to the digital scale and stepped on. I was just checking. It was the last time today. I promised.

      Breathing out a sharp exhale, I hopped off, seeing nothing had changed in the past hour. I needed to prepare myself for eating in front of others without having a total freak out and letting them realize just how much of a nut job I was. My hand rubbed the back of my neck as I tried to not reflect on just how bad all of this had gotten.

      I knew I wasn’t getting any better.

      In fact, I was possibly getting worse.

      My entire life, I’d been completely comfortable with my weight. It had never been an insecurity of mine. Hell, I’d had a lot bigger worries for most of my life. Even when other students had started to comment about me not ‘fitting in’ with the Wildberry Lane group, I’d felt good about myself overall. Sure, I sometimes felt out of place, but can you blame me? I mean, I was adopted into one of the wealthiest families in the country—I felt like I’d literally won the lottery. Not just in fortune, but in love. I had parents who legitimately wanted to keep me. Who wanted me around.

      But none of those insecurities had really messed with my physical self-image. No, that had happened our senior year in an uncontrollable spiral that still had yet to be interrupted. All because I hadn’t expected them. No one had.

      Abby and Max Brooks.

      When they had first started at our school, transferring in from California, the twins had seemed like genuinely decent people. I quickly learned that was a guise, though, after both of them failed at working their way into hanging out with our families. Then their ugly side came out.

      Max quickly became bitter that King wanted nothing to do with him, despite having played lacrosse together for one season. I didn’t blame King—people were always trying to get on his ‘good side’ so that they could profit from his family’s connections.

      More than that, though, was that Max was sort of a creep. I know that sounded harsh, but too many times I had found myself in uncomfortable positions with him, one of which King had walked in on.

      I think that was when King went from being annoyed with Max to legitimately hating him. I’d never seen him that mad, and I wish I could tell you I’d been surprised when Max was absent from school for the following two days, coming back that Monday with a busted lip, acting like nothing was the matter. It shouldn’t have made me so happy how protective he was… screw that, I absolutely loved it. There was nothing I could do to change that.

      Maybe protective men were my kink? Was that a thing?

      Yet, for all the trouble Max was, it was absolutely nothing compared to Abby. The woman infuriated me. It may have been in part because I knew she wasn’t after ‘friendship’ with my boys. Now, I knew they wouldn’t give her the time of goddamn day and never had, but it didn’t stop my frustration with her from growing. I had no right to tell her to back off from ‘my guys,’ but I essentially had done that this fall.

      I’d told her to leave ‘us’ alone, but she knew what I’d meant. I had felt embarrassed at my outburst because it had been at lunch when we’d been eating outside enjoying the autumn weather, and almost everyone had been paying attention to us at that point, but my guys had backed me up… so I didn’t overthink it. Especially since they would have done the same for me. It was what we did—we looked out for one another.

      There just happened to be a difference in the reason why.

      Still, despite all of that, I’d gone into the holiday season feeling like they both somewhat understood that they needed to back the heck off. Then the anonymous messages started to come in.

      First they appeared in my school email. Then my private email. Followed by my social media accounts, from Facebook to Instagram. This was all before my phone began to be bombarded with the same type of messages.

      It didn’t matter the time of day.

      At the beginning, I’d been able to ignore them, rolling my eyes at the rather uncreative name-calling that ranged from ‘slut’ to ‘whore.’ But that was before the pictures began arriving. Pictures of me eating at a restaurant with my mom, the sender placing a pair of pig ears on me during editing. It was stupid and drawn-on, but effective in unburying that small seed of doubt in my chest. There were others as well, ones where I was just walking and the sender highlighted everything wrong with my body. Well, wrong in their eyes, at least. Large red circles would cover my stomach, and arrows would not so subtly point out what they hated about me.

      There hadn’t been a breaking point for me, not at first. Instead, it had slowly started to wear on me, a subconscious sliver of insecurity that I hadn’t even realized was growing into something far more deadly and toxic. I stopped eating in public almost altogether, not wanting to give them more ammo than they already had. I wish I could tell you that had been the end of the ‘adjustments’ I made to my eating habits, but it had only been the start.

      I ate less in private, hoping that it would reduce the places they had to ‘circle.’ So that I didn’t have any obvious flaws they could point out. By the end of April, I had found myself sobbing in the girls’ bathroom after throwing up a smoothie I’d forced down at lunch.

      That was when Sterling had found me.

      There had been a second where I’d considered telling them who I thought it was. I’d hesitated not only because I was unsure at first, but also because I didn’t want my boys to be on the receiving end of their shit if they confronted them. I still wasn’t positive on who it was to this day.

      Plus, at the time, we’d been so close to graduation, I had figured it would stop. I prayed it would. It didn’t though. No, this summer, despite shutting down almost all of my private social media accounts, fake profiles had started to send messages to my photography account while also commenting cruel things underneath each picture I loved. I had no idea how they figured out it was mine since I didn’t use my real name.

      They had taken that away from me as well, as I stopped posting anything on the profile, not wanting their attention. Just wanting them to leave me alone. My parents stayed off social media for the most part, so they hadn’t even realized I’d deleted my accounts until I had mentioned it in passing.

      Although, honestly, they hadn’t liked the fact that I’d been on there in the first place. All of our families liked to stay out of the spotlight, and the few times that we had made news, my parents purposefully kept my name out of the papers. It still didn’t stop people from finding me on social media and requesting to follow me, but I rarely accepted. Which is why it was so frustrating that these fake accounts had seemed to find a way around that and still send me messages.

      I just wanted, more than anything, to be left the fuck alone.

      Now I was trying to keep control of a situation that was spiraling without any end in sight. I had lost weight, and I was still losing weight. Slower than before, but with it, my confidence was shrinking into a diminished pool. Every message I received seemed to only push me further down into this hole of numbness I was trying to ignore. But what could I do about it?

      I kept smiling for those around me.

      I tried to stay positive.

      Sure, I was suffering, but I was going to do it in silence. I had to handle this myself. I was embarrassed and ashamed that I had let it get this far, and I would be damned if I put my family and guys through this crap just because I couldn’t seem to shake a bully. My mom had already noticed my weight loss, and I’d blamed it on being so active this summer, considering I’d upped my tennis lessons to three times a week. I had no idea if she believed me, but since we always told one another everything, I think she trusted me to tell her if something was wrong.

      I’d broken that trust, and not just with her.

      I hadn’t told my guys either. Besides not wanting to burden them with my problems, I didn’t want them to think that I was incapable of handling stuff like this. I didn’t want them to view me as someone they had to be constantly looking after or protecting. A burden. A problem. That was my nightmare.

      Why was it so hard to keep it all together? So painful? I couldn’t do this forever. I just had to figure something out. Something before I was in so deep that there was no return. My heart hurt as I considered the moment when my boys had tried to talk to me about everything that was going on, right after they’d found me sobbing in the bathroom last spring. The raw fear I’d seen on their faces. The guilt that had surged over me because of that.

      

      “Princess?” King’s voice was soft and pleading as my eyes slowly opened from where I was curled up on my bedroom couch. My parents were both out, and Sterling sat next to me, my feet on his lap as his large paint-stained fingers rubbed my ankle softly, his eyes moving between me and the show that we had on. I couldn’t tell you what we were watching, honestly.

      “Hey.” My voice was rough from sobbing, and my eyes were gritty and sore.

      King kissed the top of my head, wrapping a blanket around my shoulders as I felt someone sit down next to me, a familiar scent wrapping me up between the twins. I moved my gaze over towards Lincoln, staring blankly at the way his massive hands seemed to completely encompass mine in heat. There was something reassuring about that. Something that made me feel safe.

      “Dahlia, are you feeling okay? St-Sterling said you haven’t had anything to eat since coming home?” Lincoln’s voice caught on his stutter, making my throat feel thick with emotion.

      Growing up, he’d always had a stutter, especially when it came to the letters ‘t’ and ‘f.’ I could always tell when he was nervous or anxious, because his stutter would resurface, and knowing that it was because of me left me with a wave of guilt I could have never expected.

      Lincoln had always hated his stutter, but I loved it. Then again, I loved everything about him.

      The concept of food made me feel so fucking awful, though. Bile rose in my throat as I tried to not overthink it.

      I nodded. “I’m okay, I promise.”

      I wasn’t.

      Ignoring the look they exchanged, King’s fingers stroking through my hair, I jumped slightly as my bedroom door slammed open, flinching again as Yates stormed in like an absolute madman.

      “What the fuck, bunny? What the hell is going on? How long have you been—”

      “Calm down,” King snapped, his voice hard as Yates’s jaw clenched before he looked at me with a silver gaze filled with anger and fear.

      “Do not yell at her, Yates,” Lincoln voiced immediately, his voice absent of any previous softness.

      Yates crouched in front of me, ignoring them both as he grasped my jaw and looked over my expression. “What is going on, bunny?”

      “Nothing.” I swallowed hard. “I promise it’s nothing. It’s over now. It’s all over.”

      It hadn’t been. It hadn’t been at all.

      

      That had been the last time I’d openly talked about it with them, hating myself for how upset I’d made them. I still felt that guilt on my shoulders, especially when they asked me questions about it, that same concern flashing in their gazes. So I avoided it. I promised myself it would never happen again. I would never do that to them again.

      “Get it together,” I breathed out and then turned towards the door, slipping on my sandals. Bounding down the stairs, eager to see the guys again before dinner, hoping they were still out there, I couldn’t help but smile as my dad looked up at me from the foyer. His briefcase was on the floor, and he looked somewhat relaxed despite having clearly worked all day.

      “Hey, pumpkin.” He hugged me tightly as I wrapped an arm around his waist, happy to see him.

      “Good day at work?” I asked curiously. I was in part distracted, though, because the front door was open, and I could hear familiar voices outside. My boys.

      “Very.” He nodded, his eyes jumping with something that truly looked thrilled. “You excited for this weekend? Also, where is your mom?”

      “Golf and mimosas? Of course I’m excited,” I laughed.

      My mother was there then, wrapping her arms around both of us as I smiled, feeling a strong sense of contentment. I was back to being ten for just a moment, where everything was as simple as trying to decide which movie we were going to watch after dinner together. Like I said, I could never take any of this for granted.

      “The boys are still outside,” my mom pointed out as I walked towards the door. “Why don’t you meet us at Yates’s house? I want to show your dad something.”

      … and you better believe I was out the door.
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      I absolutely loved my parents, really. But I had no need to hear them dote on one another, because they could get ridiculously lovey-dovey, and sometimes I didn’t think they even realized they were doing it. It was amazing to see how in love they still were, nearly obsessed with one another, but I was blessed to have had only one awkward run-in throughout my entire childhood.

      I mean, to be fair, they had thought I was over at King’s house for Valentine’s Day with the other boys. When I had run home to grab my tablet to show Yates something and prove a point, I’d made it into the foyer before I heard some suspicious noises from the living room. I turned very quickly and got the heck back out of there. See? Not even that terrible! I loved seeing my parents so in love, but you better believe that if they asked me to leave the house, I would.

      Walking back through the front door, I made sure to shut it softly before turning to see that my mom was right—the boys were still right where I’d left them. Dermot’s gaze found mine almost immediately from where he was shaking his head, seemingly frustrated with a tense conversation going on between Yates, King, and the twins. I didn’t pay them any mind, knowing they would figure it out. I went to go stand with Dermot instead, deciding this was as good a moment as any to get to know my new neighbor better.

      “Hey, you.” I chimed.

      Almost immediately, the man dropped his cigarette before using his heavy boot to stomp out the butt. It was an interesting gesture—sort of sweet, actually—but not necessary since I’d been around Stratton while he smoked. Although… you know, he usually put out his cigarette around me as well.

      Interesting.

      “Another dress,” he observed, offering a small lip tilt while looking over my outfit. Honestly, it was a good look on him.

      I looked down at my outfit, suddenly feeling a pang of anxiety. “Yes… does it not look okay?”

      Wonderful. I absolutely loved how obvious I could be. But it was an honest question. I wasn’t positive how to take that comment. Like ‘oh, another dress, that looks nice on you’ or ‘oh, another dress, maybe you should choose something more flattering next time.’

      It could be neither. It could be just an observation. Or it could be something. Swallowing nervously, I looked back up at him, categorizing his surprised expression.

      “You look like fucking candy, Dahlia.”

      Oh. That was good, right?

      Feeling a bit emboldened by his compliment, I stepped closer, tucking my hair behind my ear despite it already being held in place. It was a nervous gesture of mine. My nervousness didn’t last, though, because suddenly I was caught off guard by the setting sun hitting Dermot’s handsome face, streaks of color jumping into his gaze that I hadn’t noticed before.

      Both King and Dermot had green eyes that appeared to be the same shade, but I knew King’s eyes and the starburst of mint that surrounded each pupil, darkening to a spring green on the edges. Dermot’s eyes, on the other hand, were a rich green that were streaked randomly with emerald. It was a bit hypnotizing, and that was a very, very bad thing.

      “Well, thank you,” I managed to get out, my cheeks flaming. “I am going to take that as a compliment.”

      I shouldn’t have, though. I really did not need to be attracted to any other men in my life. To be fair, Dermot Ross had a very appealing edge to him that I found myself itching to explore. It was almost instinctual, the urge to delve further into his personality and figure him out.

      He came off as a bit gruff and quiet, but I had a feeling that he was a total teddy bear. I could almost guarantee that having his arms around me would feel even better… and I needed to stop. My eyes moved across his busted knuckles as my lips tilted up. Alright, so a teddy bear that could beat the mess out of people. Instead of scaring me, the concept had my pulse speeding up as desire seeped over my skin.

      That was unhealthy. What was wrong with me?

      “It was meant to be one.” Dermot’s eyes darkened as he ran his fingers through his messy hair, his large, muscular arm flexing slightly and drawing my attention. Was that his nervous habit as well? I blinked, realizing his lips were moving, but his general sexiness was distracting me.

      His rough, accented voice brought me back to the present as I caught up to what he was saying. “I think I met your father just now.”

      “Tall guy?” I asked, flashing a smile. “Yeah, that’s him. He always works late. He could easily be home by noon, which my mother would love, but he always says ‘if they stay, I stay.’”

      “Seems like a good guy.” Dermot cleared his throat, a flash of nervousness crossing his expression that I didn’t fully understand. “So, do you have dinner at his house often?”

      “Yates?” I tilted my head, trying to not smile at his seemingly nervous questioning. He had no reason to be anxious, but it was a bit flattering to know I affected him. “Sometimes. I mean, we are all super close, despite Yates being a complete ass most of the time.”

      Dermot barked out a laugh at my words as Yates snapped his head around, he and the three other boys finally clocking in on the fact that I was outside with them.

      “I resent that, bunny,” Yates retorted immediately, his silver eyes flicking over my dress before a smile filled his face. At what, I had absolutely no idea. Nor did I plan to ask.

      “You can resent it all you want,” I pointed out in amusement, “doesn’t make it any less true, now does it?”

      Yates looked skyward, mumbling something before stepping forward and ushering me towards his house. “Come on, let’s go. My mom’s excited you are coming over. Only god knows why…”

      I narrowed my eyes, stepping out of his reach before retorting, “Because I’m amazing, that’s why. Not everyone has good taste, Yates, you being one of those unfortunate souls.”

      King chuckled, heat coloring my face as I looked over at him. “Princess, why don’t you skip dinner and come hang out with us instead.”

      “No,” Yates practically growled stubbornly.

      Lincoln’s eyes jumped with mirth. “You don’t really want to hang out with him anyway.”

      Undetermined, unfortunately.

      “The moment I cancel plans with any of your parents is the moment something is seriously wrong,” I chided, walking backwards towards Yates’s estate as the man followed slowly, his eyes tracking my steps as if he was worried I’d fall.

      “Come over after?” King asked, his eyes shading with something serious all of a sudden. “We are hanging out at Dermot’s from now on, and I want you to see the place again. I have a decorator coming soon, and of course I want your opinion on everything before we start remodeling.”

      Oh, I loved interior design way too much. That was a dangerous game, asking my opinion. A small affectionate smile slipped onto my lips at his ‘of course,’ the phrase alone nearly convincing me to help him out.

      “Shouldn’t Dermot pick?” I arched a brow curiously as King looked at his cousin, amusement on his face at a joke I didn’t understand.

      Dermot looked over my expression before seeming to come to a decision. “Not really my thing. I would rather have your opinion.”

      Yates muttered something unintelligible before tugging my hand gently, causing me to let out a small almost growl. “Yates, I know you did not just pull me towards your house. You could have just asked—”

      “Why are you always so difficult?” he muttered, my heart rate jumping a bit at our back and forth. Honestly, the man brought out a different side of me.

      “I’m difficult?” I pressed a finger to his firm, muscular chest, his tie absent from his neck so that he could unbutton the top two buttons of his shirt, showing off his golden skin. I wasn’t going to focus on that, though.

      “You, Yates, have to be one of the most difficult men I know! Literally!”

      “Last time I checked, you don’t spend time with other men besides us.” Yates stepped up into my space as I tilted my chin up, refusing to let him use his height and build to crowd me. He wasn’t wrong, though.

      “You don’t know who I spend time with,” I teased, my smile growing as his eyes narrowed, turning into a deep charcoal as any humor disappeared.

      Oh, he did not like that idea at all.

      Maybe I would tell him I had another date coming up… I mean, I knew that was a surefire way to mess with him. We wouldn’t want this to turn into an unfair advantage or anything, and unfortunately, this man seemed to have me pinned down pretty damn well. Figuratively, not literally, unfortunately… not unfortunately. I’d never want to be pinned down by Yates. Promise.

      “Do they argue like this a lot?” Dermot asked, causing both Yates and I to look towards the other four men that I’d briefly forgotten about amid our argument.

      Sterling sighed, though he had a smile on his face. “Every. Single. Day.”

      “We aren’t that bad,” I muttered and turned towards Yates’s house, striding towards our dinner plans.

      Almost immediately, the man was walking next to me, offering a speculative look while placing a hand on my lower back. The heat of his palm warmed my skin and caused me to shiver, but I tried to stuff that feeling down. I would not be turned on while sitting at a peaceful and relaxing dinner with our parents. I would not let him affect me more than he already did.

      While all of the houses on Wildberry Lane were similar in style, they each had a unique flair to them that captured their family’s personality. Yates’s house was unsurprisingly massive and made of marble, surrounded by stunning landscaping and a fountain in the center of the circular driveway. Honestly, it was not only gorgeous, but somewhat ‘in your face,’ which, if we were being honest, fit the man perfectly. I made my way up the large marble steps towards a set of white double doors that opened up to reveal Yates’s mother.

      Almost instantly, I was surrounded by Chanel No. 5 perfume as Yates’s mom squeezed me in a death grip hug, and I couldn’t help but let out a small laugh as I hugged her back. This. This was why I loved this community. The families of Wildberry had become an extension of my own. Believe me, this was a dream for anyone, especially a girl who was seemingly abandoned by the people who brought her into this world.

      “Dahlia, honey, I am so happy to see you!” She pulled back, her familiar silver eyes a perfect match to her son’s in their dime-colored metallic shade.

      I had seen Mrs. Carter—or as she preferred to be called, Lilly—only earlier this morning while she and Yates’s dad were coming back from their walk. Every morning, sometime between nine and ten before Mr. Carter left for work, the two of them walked the cul-de-sac, down towards the gate, and back. It was not only sweet but necessary, just in case Lilly had a particular bad lapse in memory.

      Around our junior year of high school, Lilly had been diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer’s, and while it was a slow progression, I did notice small lapses in memory when it came to short-term events. I think Mr. Carter felt like if she walked Wildberry every day, that it would stick as a familiar location in her mind no matter what happened. I hoped that was the case, but if she was ever lost, I would make sure she found her way home. Any of us would.

      I knew the entire situation scared the mess out of Yates.

      Something that he’d openly expressed to me before, which said a lot to how much it affected him. Then again, it was no secret that he was very close to his parents, so of course it was something that he struggled with. I imagine most people would.

      Lilly always called Yates her ‘miracle baby’ because she had nearly died giving birth to him. I didn’t have details on why the birth was so complicated, but it did explain why they doted over him so much, not helping the fact that the man truly did act like a cocky, proud king of his own imaginary kingdom. Miracle or not, though, I wanted to hit him over the head. Often.

      “I’m so glad you invited us over,” I gushed as I squeezed her hand. “I was thrilled when Yates stopped by to invite us.”

      The man in question chuckled softly as I snapped my gaze around to offer him a warning look. I loved his family, but that didn’t mean I had to like him.

      Lilly led us towards the sitting room that was off the main foyer and open to the dining room, the two-story ceiling of the room decorated with stunning hand painted murals that reminded me of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. It was actually one of my favorite rooms in the entire house.

      Well, except for Yates’s bedroom, and not for the reason you would assume. My lips pressed up as I remembered the last time I was in there.

      

      “Yates?” I called out. I was lying on his bed, flipping through his files from the office that day. His father owned a law firm, and Yates had been working there for most of the summer before starting his pre-law courses this fall… at Silver Oak. Even though he literally could have gotten in anywhere else.

      “Yeah, bunny?” Yates called out from his closet as he looked out at me, brow arched as he rolled up the sleeves of the button-down he’d worn to the office. I tried to not look at the impressive forearm porn he was sporting.

      “I think we should grab the twins and watch a movie tonight. Oh! Or we could actually go to the theatre.”

      Yates groaned. “I do not want to leave again tonight. If I have to see anyone fucking else today, I’m going to lose my mind.”

      “Poor baby,” I sassed, amused, and then arched a brow. “Do you want me to head out and leave you to your brooding?”

      “You don’t count.” He waved me off before coming to sit next to me on his bed.

      Yates’s entire room was fairly modern compared to the rest of the house, which was styled in an elegant traditional design. It had massive open windows, and his king size bed was covered in the softest blue sheets I’d ever laid on to this day, and that was saying something. It was one of the reasons I’d chosen to lay here instead of on the couch near the massive flat screen he had. It was a light and airy room that I could spend hours in, and I was almost damn positive that he knew it.

      “Oh good, I love not counting.” I flashed a scowl as I sat up.

      Yates groaned. “Woman, you know exactly what I mean. Come on, downstairs to the movie theatre. We will watch a fucking movie. I’m not messaging the twins, though, so you’re going to have to deal with my company.”

      Oh no. That sounded horrible…

      “Fine,” I sighed, sitting up and hopping off his bed. “We are watching—”

      “Don’t you say it,” he growled, following after me.

      “Come on, it’s not that bad!”

      The man muttered a curse as we made our way downstairs… where we watched Roman Holiday for the millionth time in a row. What?! I was an Audrey Hepburn girl, he could deal with it. Plus, I think he secretly loved it…

      

      So yes, unfortunately, the man was holding my favorite space in his entire house hostage, so if I wanted to spend time in it… it had to be with him. I suppose I would just suffer for the time being. Plus, Yates could be okay. Sometimes.

      Shortly after walking into the sitting room, my parents’ voices echoed behind us, along with Mr. Carter’s. I didn’t bother sitting down in the main room right away—dinner was never just dinner here—and instead made my way towards the massive side porch that a pair of french doors opened up to.

      One of the household employees, Hailey, offered me a sweet smile before handing me a glass of sweet tea. I blushed, feeling a bit awkward, because frankly I wasn’t a huge fan of hiring estate staff. The concept alone made me feel weird. Besides a landscaper, bi-weekly house cleaner, and pool worker, we didn’t have anyone work on our property unless we were holding an event. My mom wasn’t a fan either, but not all of the families in Wildberry shared the same sentiment.

      Yates barely noticed Hailey, waving her off as she offered him a glass, her face drooping slightly and making me nearly sigh… I could see the hope there. Something that both annoyed me and made me feel bad for her. Hailey was around our age, and her mom was the household chef that helped Lilly. When Hailey had graduated from high school two years ago, she had been hired while attending classes at a local community college outside of town. The few times we’d talked, she had seemed really nice, but there was very much a divide between us.

      For example, when I’d asked her why she wasn’t attending Silver Oak, her face fell before explaining the tuition was too high. I think that was when I realized how dense I was and decided to save myself the embarrassment. I would keep my socializations to a minimum because I was such a dumbass. Plus, I didn’t want to accidentally upset her further than I already had.

      On the other hand, as nice as she was… I knew she was into Yates. Something that I felt undecided about. Yeah, sure, that was how I felt. Hailey left the doorway to go greet my parents as I sat down on a massive, padded porch swing that cradled my form.

      Yates sat down next to me, unsurprisingly, and pinned me with a curious look. I arched a brow and took a sip of my tea. “Yates, you need to be nicer to those around you. Saying hi to Hailey wouldn’t kill you—you’re breaking the girl’s heart.”

      He blinked, confusion crossing his face as he arched a pale brow. “Hailey?”

      I huffed out a laugh. “The girl who works in your house, like, every day? The one who handed me this glass?”

      His eyes moved towards my glass before finally meeting my gaze again. “Why would I smile at her? We aren’t friends.”

      Oh man, this was a lost cause.

      “Yates.” I tilted my head and changed direction. “Why are we here?”

      The man next to me spread out slightly as his posture relaxed and he put his arms out, his large fingers tapping on the back of the swing right behind my shoulder. I turned towards him, watching something cross his face as he tried to decide on what he was going to say. Finally, he flashed me a smile.

      “What, you don’t like spending time with me?” he teased. There was a tension to him tonight, almost a nervousness that I didn’t fully understand.

      “As much as you enjoy spending time with me,” I retorted, taking another sip of my tea, his eyes flashing with something amused and dark.

      I would never admit it, but when Yates wasn’t being an ass, I actually did enjoy spending time with him. Besides being absolutely brilliant and fun to argue with, Yates and I shared a passion for traveling, so our families often vacationed together. The summer before our senior year, we’d spent a month yachting in the Mediterranean.

      Technically, my father had done some business overseas while we did, but neither Yates nor I paid any mind to that, and it had ended up being one of my favorite vacations yet. And that was saying something, because I’d traveled a lot.

      Before going, he had spent days researching everything we could do together, and I think I saw more in a span of four weeks than I ever would have on my own. I didn’t get to relax very often, but it was still a blast. Seriously, one time I tried to sleep in, and he carried me over his shoulder out onto a ferry that took us ashore to go on a day tour of a vineyard. It had totally been worth it, though.

      A memory of us snorkeling flashed through my head as a warm feeling of affection settled in next to my urge to hit him upside his head.

      

      “Bunny, just trust me, damn it.”

      I scowled at Yates, testing the water with my foot loving the Mediterranean Sea’s temperature and the way it soothed my skin. I pulled my foot back as I approached the ladder of the yacht, the cocky bastard in question lazily floating a few feet away, his blonde hair wet and slicked back away from his tan face and stunning, almost unnatural looking eyes. Honestly, I was glad he was in the water. His muscles were far too distracting.

      Then again, I had purposefully chosen my smallest bright orange bikini today because I had noticed it made him far more grumpy when I wore it, compared to my other swimsuits. Good. When he smiled, it was far too distracting.

      Stepping back on the ladder, I finally let out a squeak and jumped in fully, letting myself sink below the surface completely before popping back up. Brushing the salt water from my eyes, I smiled as hot, rough fingers slid around my waist, my hand reaching out to grab his shoulder. When I opened my eyes, my breath caught, finding him far closer than I expected. My throat went dry, and I felt myself go dizzy as he leaned closer… only to grab the goggles and attached snorkel tubs from the jumping platform.

      I scowled as he flashed me a cocky smile and wink before swimming away.

      Ass.

      

      I was positive Yates knew I found him attractive, and it only made me that much more pissed. Not that I would ever admit that to him. The day had been enjoyable, and my first time snorkeling had been a blast. I wasn’t the best swimmer, but I knew I could trust Yates to keep me safe… even though he spent a lot of our vacation snapping at waiters that he felt spent too much time at our table or at the boat staff that tried to make conversation with us. Okay, mainly me, but same thing. I shouldn’t have found his grumpiness nearly as appealing as I did.

      Then again, that was literally the problem with Yates. I hated how much I enjoyed the idea of spending time with him more than actually spending time with him. I would probably still travel with him, though. I enjoyed it far too much to give up.

      What?! We could be archenemies that vacationed together. That was a thing.

      “I didn’t know you were so into me, bunny,” he drew.

      I was so surprised by his words, I nearly choked on my drink, coughing before having to shake myself. What had he just said?

      “You do not like me or like spending time with me,” I commanded, as if that would somehow change what he was saying. His smile grew.

      Was he serious? Why did my heart squeeze so much at that concept?

      No. Bad heart. My feelings for Yates, mostly my annoyance, were my most understandable ones when it came to my boys… If those changed, I wasn’t positive what I would do, exactly.

      “Of course not,” he amended, “that would be ridiculous.”

      A small smile flitted to my lips as I tried to not overthink his words—it wouldn’t do any good—but it faded when he just had to go and mess up our relative peace. I shouldn’t have been surprised.

      “On a more serious note, bunny,” he said as he leaned forward, putting his forearms on his legs and fixing me with a look, “we need to talk.” A spike of anxiety rolled over me as I watched him with a relaxed curiosity that I didn’t actually feel.

      He continued, “I find it very hard to believe that all of this online bullying shit went away just like that—”

      “Yates.” My jaw clenched as actual anger flushed over me. Not today. I wasn’t doing this.

      “I’m not letting this go,” he rumbled quietly. “I know it’s still going on because you still aren’t acting like yourself.”

      “You have no idea what you are talking about.” I leaned down to adjust my sandals slightly, despite not needing it. Was it time for dinner yet? I am almost positive I had heard them call us in, right?

      “I know you don’t eat enough still,” Yates bit out sharply. “I know you’ve stopped taking photos or posting them on your account.”

      Damn him.

      I froze as I tried to take a deep breath, my emotions slowly numbing out. Leave it to Yates to bring up what everyone else had managed to move past. Well, at least acted like they’d moved past. I straightened and fixed him with a look, trying to appear unaffected.

      “My eating habits are none of your business,” I explained quietly. “Plus, I am going to be taking photos all fall in my classes. Maybe I just wanted to take a break.” Or maybe I was afraid of giving them anymore ammunition.

      “Everything you do is my business, bunny,” Yates said quietly.

      I couldn’t do this. Not tonight. I couldn’t deal with his intense words and overbearing attitude. Not after the messages I’d received last night. The picture of me at a coffee shop in downtown Camellia had been taken at a terrible angle… but it didn’t stop me from feeling like crap. It had made me never want to leave my house again. That was probably their end goal. If so, they were winning.

      Despite being outside, I felt suffocated.

      Standing, Yates locked his fingers around my wrist, pulling me to a stop before I could walk inside. I swallowed at the concern and fear I saw there, guilt hitting me hard once again. Why didn’t he understand that I was trying to move on? To forget about this? To ignore it? I wanted them to stop feeling awful about something that they should have never found out about in the first place! It wasn’t their fault, so why were they so determined to be a part of it? I didn’t say or ask any of that, though.

      Tugging my wrist from his grip, I walked inside, my mom looking up at me, her brow crinkling in concern.

      “Dahlia,” Yates warned, his voice a quiet hiss.

      “Honey, are you not feeling well?” she asked softly. “You look pale.” I swear, the woman had such a natural intuition about stuff like this. I ignored everyone’s eyes on me when I spoke, tempted to bring my elbow back because Yates’s massive frame was essentially plastered against me. Why was he so damn large? Christ.

      “I have been feeling a bit off all day. It may be the heat, but I feel even worse than a few hours ago,” I explained. None of that was really a lie.

      “I felt similar earlier. It’s the August heat, always so extreme,” Lilly confirmed.

      Mr. Carter nodded in understanding. “Well, in that case, I am positive you will be wanting to head home. Yates will walk you. Before you go, though, I do have a quick question.”

      “Sure.” I nodded, wondering if this is what Yates had been alluding to earlier.

      “I have a position in my legal office, only for a half day from around one to five, but I was wondering if you would be interested. I know we will have to work it around your classes at Silver Oak, but I figured I would offer it since your parents mentioned you getting some work experience.”

      Had they? No, that didn’t sound like them, but still, they weren’t disagreeing. They were always encouraging me to try new things.

      “Oh yeah, sure, that sounds interesting,” I said, nodding. “When do you want me to start?”

      Mr. Carter flashed me a smile. “Monday?”

      “I’ll be there,” I confirmed before hugging everyone goodbye, ignoring the overbearing shadow behind me. I could literally feel the surprise radiating off him, and I nearly rolled my eyes because I could guess what this was about.

      “You’re cool with this?” Yates asked as we walked down his front stairs, leaving our parents to their dinner.

      I honestly considered not answering him at first… but I did, stopping short to stare up at him, putting my hands on my hips. “Why, Yates? Why do you want me working there?”

      His eyes darkened. “Maybe I was serious about wanting to spend time together.”

      Liar.

      Then it clicked, and our conversation from earlier melded into my thoughts. I felt my chest tighten, my temper spiking. “Seriously?”

      “What?” he asked defensively, shoving his hands into his pockets.

      “This is your attempt at monitoring me?” I whispered, my face heated with anger.

      It looked like he was about to lie, but instead he simply said, “You should always have someone looking out for you, bunny.”

      I stared at him, a mixture of embarrassment at him clearly not thinking I was capable of taking care of myself, shame for it even coming to this, and fury at his assumption forming in my chest.

      “Screw. You.” I turned and walked towards my house, feeling like I was going to lose it. I could feel him following after me, so I slipped through my front door and immediately locked it, his hand coming down solidly on the handle right after I did so.

      Good.

      “Open the door, Dahlia!” he snarled, his voice edged with a natural dominance that made my hand twitch as if I was going to listen to him. I stopped myself from doing so and turned away, walking upstairs and leaving him standing there.

      As I walked into my bedroom, I slipped off my sandals before walking towards my small balcony that hung over the side of my house. I stepped out and sighed, hoping that he would go away so that I could go hang with King and the twins. I could still hear him knocking on the door, though… so I figured it would be a bit.

      “Angel face?” Stratton’s voice was quiet as I looked down at him. He was walking around the back of his property, the dusk light hiding his expression but making it clear he was wearing a zip-up hoodie and basketball shorts. Where the heck was he going?

      “Shh,” I urged before speaking quietly. “Where are you going? Can I come with you? Please?” I needed to get out of here. He stood in the land between our properties, looking over my expression with confusion and interest.

      “Going to a fight tonight,” he grunted, looking annoyed about it.

      “Can I come with you? Please, Stratton?” I was at the point of begging.

      His eyes darkened as he shook his head. “Nah, angel face, you need to stay away from that shit.”

      I let out a small growl under my breath as he walked towards his bike, not saying anything else. My wishes met with a simple no. Jerk. Turning back into my room, I crossed to peek out the front window, happy to see Yates walking back to his house. Good.

      With a groan, I ripped off my headband, running my fingers through my hair before falling back on my bed. What the heck was I going to do tonight?

      Staying in my room was not an option.
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      “What is the difference between periwinkle and lavender?” King muttered in confusion next to me, my lips pulling up into an amused smirk. I went to go answer him, but Dermot chuckled from the armchair to my right.

      “Why the bloody hell would we know that?” Dermot tipped back his beer as I took another sip of my own, wondering if I should put King out of his misery. Honestly, I sort of wanted to see him ask Dahlia so she would have to explain it.

      “I think one is more blue and one is more purple?” my twin mused, offering me a look.

      Instead of offering my opinion, I continued to relax back into the large leather couch that Dermot had placed in his family room. I mean, it probably wouldn’t stay once the interior designer got hold of this place, but personally, I was a huge fan. Maybe we could move it into the basement…

      “Where is Dahlia?” I asked curiously, looking down at my Rolex, realizing that it was already twenty minutes until midnight. Anxiety crept in as I sent a prayer up that everything had gone okay at dinner—that Yates hadn’t somehow fucked up the delicate line that we were walking to ensure we didn’t push her away.

      “I was wondering that as well,” my twin mumbled, letting out a small yawn.

      I didn’t blame him, I was about to pass out myself. Exhaustion crowded my mind as I let out a small grunt, stretching my arms above my head, my muscles exhausted from rugby practice. I was almost positive that I’d have bruises on my ribs in the morning, and my lip was for sure slightly swollen from getting hit in the face by Ben. Neither of those bothered me all that much, though. Injuries came with the sport. What did bother me? That I may not be able to stay up until we heard from Dahlia.

      My eyes were growing heavy, and I was trying my best to shake it. If I could just hold her, I would feel much better. I usually didn’t go very long without touching her—I did at least once a day—so I felt like I was going through some withdrawal. It was messing with my head. I was being a bit dramatic, but considering how tired I was, you couldn’t fully blame me.

      Currently, the four of us were sprawled out between two large leather couches and an armchair. The television, hanging above the fireplace, flickered light across the dark hardwood floors as the Premier League soccer game played in the background. Both Dermot and Lincoln were far more invested than King and I, but I wouldn’t say no to a comfortable couch and beer. King worked on his laptop next to me, and I honestly applauded him for doing something productive at this hour.

      Although, whether it was productive or obsessive was a fine line.

      My gaze traveled over his laptop screen as I shook my head, realizing that he had the blueprints up of his recent real estate acquisition. Something that he had only decided to fill us in on today, because like most things with King, he made decisions on the fly and didn’t ever pause to ask others. Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t disagree with the choice, but I hoped that it was the right time to push forward with his plan. We couldn’t afford to fuck up the timing on this.

      On the side of his screen, I recognized a familiar document that we’d been compiling all summer. It was based on shit Dahlia had mentioned throughout the years and observations we’d made ourselves. I was really glad there were so many of us, because this shit was overwhelming to figure out, and I was hoping the interior designer would help sort all of that out. King hadn’t been lying about the interior designer that he’d hired for ‘Dermot’s’ place, but what the bastard had failed to mention was why.

      I suspected she would find out all too soon.

      Dahlia’s likes and dislikes had changed a ton through the years, from wanting a treehouse with a trampoline underneath it when we were eight to wanting a pool with a cabana out back, so something told me that this entire process was going to take way more work than King was accounting for. Too bad the fucker had zero patience. I wasn’t much better, but out of my brother, King, and Yates, I was probably the only one that would be able to convince them to slow down to make sure we didn’t screw this up.

      I was positive Dahlia would have some amazing input, though, and worst case, Yates could always hack into her Pinterest boards to make sure we weren’t completely off base. Honestly, I hadn’t even considered how helpful the app could be until this past summer when I’d been out back at her pool, scrolling through her tablet. When she’d dozed off, I’d been a total creep and gone through everything on there, from wedding shit to nursery decorating ideas. The house shit also, but that had been less of my focus at the time.

      I had some serious problems.

      But I also knew what she liked. To be fair, I had been trying to distract myself from looking at her pert ass in that damn bikini, so it was probably the safer option.

      “You don’t think she is going to see through all this?” I lazily asked King.

      “I hope she does.” King chuckled and then sighed. “I just want her to love this house more than anywhere else. She loves her home now, so that’s going to be difficult. But if she does… then she won’t leave it. Ever.”

      Healthy mindset there, King.

      “We can’t keep her in the house forever,” I pointed out. Probably.

      “Eh,” King shrugged and grabbed his beer. “I mean, if she loves it enough.”

      I didn’t completely blame him for that train of thought—the idea of her safe within Wildberry’s gates forever was tempting. I mean, shit, I knew what was out there, and it didn’t matter how wealthy our small town was—people fucking sucked. They were cruel, cold, and filled with greed and bloodlust. Dahlia didn’t need to experience any of that.

      At the same time, I had the urge to walk around town with her, my hand wrapped around her waist while making it clear who she belonged to. As if people didn’t already know.

      Letting out a yawn, I closed my eyes for a moment and tried to calculate how I was going to get enough sleep between the golf tournament this weekend and the rugby match this Sunday. This was my fault, so I had no right to bitch. I knew I had pushed myself unreasonably hard today at practice, but I’d been frustrated as fuck after seeing Dahlia this morning, looking like a goddamn angel.

      A small groan broke from my throat, thinking about how she had looked on her front porch drinking coffee in just a silk robe while scrolling through her laptop. She hadn’t even been trying to be sexy, and all I’d wanted to do was strip that silk material off her, bend her over that porch railing, and go to fucking town…

      Nope. I couldn’t go there, not when I was this tired. I wasn’t thinking right.

      I kept assuming I would get used to the frustration, and instead it only became worse. At least seeing her at the match on Sunday would give me some level of satisfaction, knowing that she would wear one of our jerseys. That her cute ass would be plastered with our last name. I loved that far too much for it to be normal.

      “You look like you’re about to pass out,” King pointed out.

      “Fuck, dude, I am,” I grunted.

      I would be fine, though. I just needed to get my second wind. I wouldn’t trade it for the world, as it was. I’d been thrilled when we had not only been contacted by but made it onto the semi-professional rugby team that practiced in this area. It had only been this past spring, but Lincoln and I hadn’t planned on leaving the area to begin with, so when the opportunity had fallen in our laps, we had snatched it up.

      I just hadn’t accounted for how goddamn tired I’d be every night.

      My brother and I could have worked at Gates Unity. Hell, that had been the tentative plan at first. It was the largest nonprofit charity in the country, but that meant I would have to wear a goddamn suit all day long, and while my mom and dad seemed to not mind it, it was not for me. That was far more King’s or Yates’s type of thing.

      Maybe after a year or two I would. Although frankly, Linc and I were still hoping to go pro for rugby… but whether that would happen or not was completely up in the air. I frowned, wondering how much of a move that would require. I wasn’t opposed to traveling, but moving completely? Especially overseas? Didn’t sound like something Dahlia would enjoy, and that was enough to dissuade me.

      We didn’t need the money, and we didn’t need the fame that came with professional sports, so as much as I loved rugby, I loved Dahlia far more.

      Shifting my legs so that they were stretched out further in front of me, I narrowed my eyes slightly at what I was wearing. I’d been so fucking eager to see Dahlia after practice that I’d barely paid attention to what I’d put on. Lincoln always said I dressed like a slob, but Dahlia said she liked my paint-covered clothes, so that was good enough for me. Plus, the way she looked at me led me to believe that she was telling the truth. Then again, her word was essentially scripture in my mind, and that wasn’t changing any time soon. It had been that way since we were little and playing together in our backyard.

      In fact, our entire group dynamic, in some ways, hadn’t altered very much over time. She and King would always decide what we were playing, while my brother and I would follow her around like fucking puppies. Yates would end up complaining about something, and Stratton would act like he wasn’t having any fun, despite complaining at the end of the night about going home.

      It was a simple dynamic that I’d grown familiar with. However, unlike when we were little, I was now well aware that I was in love with Dahlia. Obsessively so. But I wasn’t the only one, which was clear to everyone but her. Not that I blamed her for not realizing it, because despite our actions, we’d never mentioned a word to her about dating. Mostly because what was going on between all of us was so much more complicated than dating.

      It was the long game.

      Running a hand over my face, I tried to not let my mind stray into the fantasies that came to fucking life every time I closed my eyes. I didn’t even need to actively think about her for her image to appear in my consciousness. Thoughts of her tied up to my bed. Thoughts of her on her knees in front of me, staring up at me with those massive green eyes. Or thoughts of riding her hard enough that she was screaming my name loud enough that everyone in this god-forsaken town would hear.

      King’s phone rang and pulled me out of my thoughts. He sat up and answered immediately, his face darkening with frustration before he nodded, offering us a look. When he finally hung up, I realized Dermot had paused the game as we all waited for him to say some shit.

      “We have to meet with them tomorrow,” King announced, standing up and walking towards the kitchen to grab another beer, most likely.

      “The tournament events start tomorrow,” Lincoln pointed out. “If we don’t show, people will know.”

      “Dahlia isn’t going alone,” I added. I knew exactly who would fucking be there because they showed up every goddamn year, and every year I considered finding a way to make sure that they were banned. Call me crazy, but it seemed like a lot of fucking work to come overseas for a charity golf tournament. Especially since they didn’t give a fuck about the sport, and they most certainly didn’t give a fuck about the charity.

      My brother let out a low, frustrated sound as King walked back in the room, his eyes dark. “He fucked up last year. He won’t do it again.”

      “Who?” Dermot asked curiously.

      “Ian and George McCaffrey,” I muttered, hating their names.

      Dermot made a dark annoyed noise, which means that he had somehow either heard of them or met them and didn’t like them, no doubt. Very few did. That wasn’t the part I gave a fuck about. The part I cared about was who they liked, and that happened to include Dahlia.

      “Last year he landed himself a broken jaw,” King said evenly. “If that wasn’t enough to dissuade Ian, then he knows exactly where his fate lies.”

      I smirked at that, because he wasn’t wrong.

      “So what time tomorrow?” I changed the topic, not wanting my brother or him to get on a tangent. We needed to go into the weekend with a cool head, or else everything would fall apart pretty quickly.

      “Around noon,” King sighed. “Apparently they have intel that can’t wait. I’ll have them meet us at the club, though. We can use one of the conference rooms. I have a feeling they were planning to come to the tournament anyway.”

      I honestly wasn’t surprised that they wanted to meet up—it had been a bit of time since our last meeting.

      There weren’t many things that we kept from Dahlia. This, though, we’d kept completely tight-lipped about. There was no reason for her to get involved in something so completely fucked up. Plus, I wasn’t positive how she would react to knowing just how many issues this town had and how fucked up our families really were. Dahlia lived in a very carefully constructed and protective bubble.

      One that I didn’t plan on popping any time soon. Why would I? She was happy and deserved to be every single day.

      I was also positive that the FBI would be fucking pissed if we told anyone that they hadn’t preapproved. King’s father was aware of what was going on, and I was almost damn positive that my dad knew as well, but he had purposefully stayed clear of it, just in case. He, Mr. Aldridge, and Mr. Carter tended to be the legal wall that existed to protect the Ross’s criminal enterprise that his family had established long ago. As a result, they had to keep their names fairly clear and be able to claim a lack of knowledge in almost anything like that.

      I didn’t buy that they didn’t actually know what was going on, though.

      Plus, Kingston wasn’t nearly as careful about keeping his name clear, and neither were we. Well, maybe ‘careful’ was not the right word. We just didn’t give a fuck. Our families were far too established to actually be threatened by the American system of government. It was why the FBI had decided it would be better to work with us and form a relationship with the faces that would be taking over the businesses that our fathers had worked so hard to build in the last three decades. By all regards, we were trust fund kids and didn’t need to work a day in our life, and it was true I didn’t want to work in an office. I would much rather devote my time to building our future with Dahlia, and if ensuring she was always safe came hand in hand with dangerous and illegal shit, I didn’t care in the least.

      In the past two years, Kingston and Lincoln had made a point of compiling an entire dossier of everyone in Camellia, the affluent town outside of Wildberry Lane. It was common knowledge that we had enough shit to sink anyone we wanted to, and I was glad that King’s father had suggested doing so early on, because two years later, we had everything, and the FBI was well aware of that.

      There was information in there that no one would give up willingly, and it scared the hell out of people, which served our purposes really goddamn well. Dahlia always teased us about everyone being scared of us, as if it wasn’t purposeful. As if all of this wasn’t extremely intentional and premeditated. Our fathers had done it to protect our families, and now we were doing it to protect our future family. It was that fucking simple.

      Plus, it made changing shit really easy. You know, for example, when there weren’t technically enough people enrolled for a photography class at Silver Oak, but the Dean of Arts decided to push it through anyway. After all, he wouldn’t want his family finding out about his weekly motel meet-ups with his young assistant.

      Convenient, right?

      The people who lived in this town were fucked up. Something that was only further impressed upon me when the FBI contacted us about a drug ring that may have been infiltrating our community. I’d been confused on why it had been a big enough deal for the FBI to be part of… until I realized just how large of an impact it was making on the pharmaceutical industry. Apparently they didn’t care about your opioid addiction until it affected the wallets of the powerful when you turned to alternate sources. Bastards.

      Nevertheless, I didn’t like the idea of drug dealers in our town, no matter how ‘high end’ they appeared. Pill popping was a problem in our country, and it didn’t surprise me that it had made its way here. Money didn’t make addiction go away, it just made it invisible.

      When we made the decision to work with them, we had assumed it would be as easy as giving them the names of the people we most suspected to be purchasing from the group they were looking into. We’d assumed that was where it would have stopped.

      It did not.

      No, this entire scenario was becoming far larger than we could have imagined. We had assumed that it was going to be some local dealer that was selling them, but when they followed the chain that began to make itself apparent, they began to suspect that this opioid drug ring was connected to someone they had been trying to catch for years.

      Dixon Glenn.

      I’d heard of the name before this situation, and I found myself a little concerned that someone like him would find his way into our town. I had no doubt we could handle him, but I was going to wait to see if the FBI could do it legally before our families had to actually get involved. I would much rather lend support than bring that much attention to ourselves. I mean, the bastard had escaped from federal prison and had yet to be found. It had been assumed he was overseas, but now they were thinking that wasn’t true, that their lead to him being in Tokyo was false.

      Yeah, I’d been surprised they’d told us that as well. Although, I had a feeling they were attempting to make sure we were truly invested in this as they pushed for more and more help. I didn’t really care all that much as long as they got the fucker out of here. It was that clean cut for me. That simple.

      My biggest fear? That they would attempt to involve Dahlia.

      We were trying to do right by her, not wanting to involve her unless we had to. Plausible deniability was important legally, but more than anything, I knew her knowing would directly threaten her. Knowledge was power in this world, and while I wanted to give Dahlia everything, every part of me, I wasn’t willing to put her safety at risk just to clear my guilt.

      My brow dipped as I considered the other problem. The one that seemed far more important and yet was vastly more complicated. With all the power and influence we had, we couldn’t seem to get a hold on something that should have been impossibly simple.

      Who the hell was bullying Dahlia?

      There were ways of finding out immediately, but we were trying our best to respect her privacy. It was getting to the point, though, that I wasn’t sure we could keep waiting for her to give us an in. To give us permission. I didn’t want to break Dahlia’s trust, but I didn’t disagree with Yates—it was far too simple to assume that it had just ended. Shit like that didn’t happen in our world.

      We’d gotten a hold of the number from before, but it had been from a burner phone, and between her deleting any evidence and trying to force us to ‘forget’ about it, we were left at somewhat of a dead end. Which wasn’t good, because not only was it clear to everyone that Dahlia was still not okay, but it was going to end in forcing our hand. I had far more hang-ups on her privacy than any of the others. I had been able to temper King from afar, but Yates and Lincoln fucking fed off his ideas, so I knew I was going to lose this battle eventually.

      Yates’s plan was fucked up. I preferred King’s timeline of getting her to move in with us, but that required her to understand that we were in love with her. I ran a hand through my hair and looked over at Dermot, wondering just how he was going to play into all of this.

      I had a good guess on what King thought, but I just wasn’t sure. I trusted Dermot, but I also knew how delicate this situation was, and I just hoped he understood this wasn’t some stupid fucking game. I had to trust that King knew his cousin well enough to think he wouldn’t risk all of this. I’d always liked the guy, but my opinion was still up in the air, mainly because I had no idea how Dahlia felt about him.

      A knock had all of us looking towards the door. I stood and crossed the massive family room, hoping like hell that it was Dahlia. Throwing open the heavy front door, I scowled, realizing it was Yates. A pissed off Yates.

      Wonderful.

      “Dahlia went out somewhere, I have no idea where,” he bit out.

      I blinked, processing his words. “What the fuck are you talking about, Yates?”

      “I pissed her off at dinner, she left and locked me from the house, so after dinner I told her parents I needed to talk to her, and she wasn’t in her goddamn bedroom. She left her phone, so I have no fucking idea where she went off to,” he snarled. I knew he was pissed, and I also knew it wasn’t at Dahlia.

      He was pissed at himself, and that made two of us.

      King’s voice filled the space of the foyer. “What the hell is wrong with you? Did you bring it up to her? Of course you fucking did, I don’t even know why I bother—”

      “I am not going to baby her,” Yates hissed, attempting to look indifferent and apathetic. I didn’t buy it. I also wasn’t interested in listening to the two of them fight tonight. They did it so fucking often, and sometimes it escalated to the point of them carrying injuries into the next day.

      Mostly because of Yates. Not to say King didn’t have a temper, but Yates was triggered super easily. Running a hand over my face, I looked at Lincoln and Dermot.

      “Let’s just go find her,” I offered and slipped on my shoes from where they laid near the door.

      “Anyone have a goddamn idea of where she’d be?” Yates demanded.

      “This is why I suggested installing a tracker on her car,” Lincoln noted, stepping outside onto the driveway. I noticed an odd look—guilt?—briefly cross Yates’s face at the concept, but before I could question it, he had sealed off his emotions again, looking pissed despite all of this being his fault.

      “We can’t put a tracker on her, brother,” I mused. Honestly, I wasn’t positive if that was true or not. I mean, we literally could… but it felt wrong.

      Although I did see its merit.

      My gaze flashed up as I smiled. “It’s a full moon, she’s out by the river.”

      “At night?!” Dermot asked, looking concerned. I almost smiled at that, because the guy was pretty awful at hiding how he felt about shit. Namely, his concern revolving around Dahlia, despite having just met her.

      “This is your fault,” King growled at Yates as we walked towards his car. I would have preferred to take mine, but King was a bit of a control freak, so he liked to drive if we were going somewhere. His garage opened to reveal his BMW. It was his only car that fit more than two people, but it was actually my favorite of those that he owned. I had a bit of a thing for cars, but not for the reason you would think.

      I liked the idea of designing cars, the artistic work involved in creating their streamlined shapes. I could easily see myself creating a car line. That shit would be fun as fuck.

      “You guys sound bloody insane with this tracking bullshit, you know that, right?” Dermot asked my brother and I quietly. Yates and King were still arguing, so I left them to it.

      Lincoln looked at him and then tilted his head thoughtfully. “I think that’s bullshit. I don’t think you think it’s insane at all, Dermot. You’re just surprised that we are verbally saying what we all would be thinking anyway.”

      Kingston’s cousin shook his head. “I just don’t understand what this is. I mean, it’s clear that you are all in love with the same fucking woman. So how the fuck is that going to work?”

      Was it that obvious? I smiled at that. Good.

      “We are all going to be with her,” I concluded easily.

      He stared at me for a few seconds before speaking. “You’re serious?”

      “Deadly,” Lincoln clipped as we got into the back seat of King’s sedan.

      Tapping my foot, I sat back, Dermot going silent and thoughtful about what we’d said, if I had to assume. I didn’t feel weird about how I felt about Dahlia or my acceptance of other men being in her life and loving her the way I did. Men that were essentially my brothers.

      I meant that. Except for Lincoln and I, everyone else was an only child, so we’d grown up together as brothers in the same semi-isolated community. Without them, it would have been lonely, but as I got older, I knew I would have to do the same for our children. When you had money and power like we did, there wasn’t anyone that just wanted ‘friendship’ from you. So no, I didn’t feel bad in the least about the idea of sharing Dahlia, as long as she wanted us.

      King blasted music as he drove out of the security gates, his driving faster and a bit more erratic than usual because of the panic he was no doubt feeling. His driving should have concerned me, but he’d never had an accident, and that was more than I could say for myself.

      Only two minutes later, I rolled my eyes as police lights began to flash behind us. We were two blocks away from the turn off to the river bank. This was bullshit. Honestly, as Kingston pulled over, I considered getting out and walking over there but knew that this wouldn’t take more than a minute, if not less.

      This wasn’t the first time we’d been pulled over.

      Kingston rolled down the window and put his head back against the seat, his annoyance clear as Yates turned the music off. I could feel Dermot tense next to me, which made me smile a bit, and my brother actually laughed as the officer approached the car. We all saw his realization at who he was pulling over just a bit too late, fear crossing his expression as a sick sense of amusement ran over my skin.

      “Kingston,” the police officer bit out, trying to be polite, but it didn’t fix the strained nature of his smile. “Sorry, son, I didn’t realize it was you.”

      Kingston’s face was cold as he offered him a disinterested look. “First, I’m not your son. Second, come Monday morning, Yates is going to be sending you all of our license plate numbers, and you’re going to do your fucking job this time and put them in the system. I don’t have time to deal with this bullshit again.”

      “Every time we do, the end of the year donation to the department just gets smaller and smaller,” my brother added, his eyes jumping with amusement. I wish I could share in his delight, but instead I found myself feeling anxious. The more time we were here, the more time Dahlia was out by herself.

      I knew what happened at night in this fucking town, and it wasn’t anything good.

      “Understood,” the officer confirmed. “You’re good to go. Sorry again.”

      Kingston pulled away, to his credit at a slightly slower pace, something that was normally reserved for when Dahlia was in the car with him. I kept an eye out as we pulled in near the levee, the road along it empty except for a familiar car. King parked when Lincoln tapped his shoulder, clearly seeing the figure standing near the water.

      “I’ll get her. Yates, maybe you should go hide in the trunk,” I mused, hopping out of the car. He didn’t seem to find that funny.

      As I made my way down the levee, I paused for a second to really appreciate just how goddamn beautiful our girl was, even now as she kneeled on the ground, bent over her camera as she tried to take a photo of the full moon lit up on the river’s dark surface. It was an image she’d been trying to capture for months now, and while she had several stunning versions, all of them were not ‘good enough’ in her opinion. I thought they were beautiful, but this is why I painted.

      Easy to capture what you created.

      “Sugar,” I drew out the nickname as the camera shuttered several times before she slowly lowered it, offering me a small unsurprised smile. Dahlia never seemed to be surprised when we showed up out of nowhere, making me wonder just how much she knew about our little obsession with her.

      “Hey, you.” She stood up fully, looking down at her camera. Her shoulders slumped as she shook her head before putting the camera away in her case a few feet to her left. Clearly, she was done for the night. I almost recommended staying out here longer because I could tell she was dissatisfied, but she looked exhausted. Her green eyes were a darker shade, and her lids were lowered with sleepiness that I found oddly sexy. I was glad she wouldn’t have to drive back when she was this tired.

      “How long have you been out here?” I asked quietly as I took her camera bag from her, running my fingers up her bare arms.

      “A few hours,” she admitted while walking next to me up the incline. A few hours? I didn’t like that shit at all.

      I could also see that something was very clearly bothering her right now, but I didn’t push it. If she was out here because of Yates, I knew it wouldn’t be a good idea. Her keys jingled as she pulled them from her pocket. “I’ll meet you back—”

      “No.” King stood up from where he had been leaning against the car, watching us approaching, and Yates climbed out of the car as the other two stayed in the back. “Yates offered to drive your car back, princess. You are coming with us. You don’t have your glasses with you as it is.” It was true, she didn’t. Dahlia didn’t need glasses most of the time, but she had a very small prescription and used them to drive at night.

      Dahlia froze, seeing Yates, as I gently took the keys from her hand and tossed them his way. He offered her one more look before walking towards her car and hopping in, the lights flooding the area in front of us. Dahlia muttered something about ‘overreacting,’ but I had a feeling she wasn’t saying Yates was overreacting. No, I was positive my sugar somehow had worked this out in her head where she needed to apologize.

      I didn’t like that shit at all. Yates had boundary issues.

      That was the thing with Dahlia—she was sweet as apple pie and would rather take the blame for something than ever put it on anyone else. True, Yates’ point about her talking to us was valid, but there were better ways to communicate that. I wrapped an arm around her waist as she leaned into me comfortably.

      The car ride back was quiet as she sat between Lincoln and I, Dermot having moved up front. Her eyes were closed until we got home, and she blinked up at me with bright green eyes, letting out a cute yawn before giving each of us a hug and making her way across the street towards her house.

      Even Dermot got a hug. The man looked a bit shocked, and King offered me an amused look before looking back at his cousin with a calculating expression. Yeah, he was aware of his cousin’s reaction towards Dahlia. Called that shit. Not that it was all that surprising—she had that effect on everyone she met.

      Dahlia was like a beautiful, sweet flower in the middle of all this darkness. It was why it was so damn difficult to keep other men away from her. Hell, other people in general. People who wanted to damage that sweetness. To stop her from growing even more passionate and loving towards those around her, to strangle that beauty. I knew it was impossible to keep her protected from everything in this world, but I would do my damn best.

      I watched her cross the street, and when Yates parked her car, I paused, wondering if they were going to talk. I shook my head as Dahlia wrapped her arms around his waist, saying something that had him kissing her forehead. I hoped he understood how fucking lucky he was. Bastard. As he walked back home, he offered us a wave, seemingly lost in thought.

      I didn’t blame him. It had been a long night.

      “See you guys tomorrow,” I called out as my brother walked with me towards our estate, leaving King and Dermot talking quietly about something behind us in the driveway.

      Our house was silent as we walked in, and I found myself heading towards my studio on the top floor of the house instead of my bedroom. I was tired, but I also knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep until I got something down. I tugged off my shirt and ran a hand over my face, turning on a light over my most recent project. I looked over the current canvas and tilted my head, enjoying how it was coming out.

      The strokes were even in shading, and the vibrant green I’d chosen stood out, even in the dim light. Then again, it was hard for me to not love the painting considering the subject.

      Anything with Dahlia’s face on it had that effect on me.
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      A heavy material fell over my face as I muttered a curse, pulling it away from my eyes to glare up at the figure standing above me. It couldn’t have been earlier than nine, so what the hell was he doing up? And in my back yard? I didn’t even feel insecure about the bikini I was in. I had slipped out here around an hour ago to get a bit of morning tanning in before heading to Ivy Grove. Now Stratton was standing over me with a scowl on his face.

      “What are you doing?” I cupped my hand above my brow so I could see his bright blue gaze, letting the towel he’d dropped on me fall to the pool deck.

      “I have a landscape crew over right now.” He crouched down, his jaw tight, and I arched a brow at how pissy he looked. Geez, someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed.

      “Do you need coffee?” I mused. I grabbed my mug and offered it to him while turning on my side, his eyes running down my frame only momentarily before he swallowed and refocused on my face.

      “No, I need you to put some damn clothes on. They aren’t going to get any work done until you do,” he snarled. My brow dipped, noticing a large bruise as I looked down at his fingers on the edge of my pool chair, the beige material contrasting his busted knuckles. I didn’t like that at all.

      “Stratton,” I said, alarmed, and sat up slightly. “You’re injured.”

      His eyes softened. “I’m fine, angel face. But if you don’t get your ass inside, I’m going to be less fine, and half of them are going to be fired or dead.” Dramatic.

      Groaning, I looked across the pool to his back yard where there were in fact men working… but mostly staring at me. I winced and grabbed the towel as he huffed, sitting on the pool chair and covering my frame from view. I smiled sweetly and grabbed my oversized shirt, pulling it over my bikini. Normally I would have been a bit more insecure, but Stratton had seen me in a swimsuit almost every day all summer, so I didn’t feel as awkward.

      I mean, I still wondered if he liked what he saw… but I wasn’t going to overthink it.

      “Are you coming to the tournament?” I asked curiously, taking a sip of my coffee. Stratton looked good this morning despite the bruising, and I couldn’t help but look over his shirtless chest and worn jeans. He was way too sexy—it was a bit unfair.

      He sighed. “I wish I could, angel face.”

      “You should.” I squeezed his arm, and his eyes flashed up to mine.

      “She’s been having a rough week,” he explained quietly as I nodded in understanding. Biting my lip, I considered something.

      “Do you want to do something Sunday? After the twins’ rugby match? Just hang out or something?” I felt a bit vulnerable asking, but the way his eyes warmed had me feeling like it was worth it.

      “Sure. I was going to take a ride, we can find somewhere to go for the day,” he offered, his fingers brushing over my leg as he went to go stand up. I took his hand, and he reached out and grabbed my coffee with the other, the two of us walking towards the house. I knew I needed to get ready for the day, but I felt uneasy about Stratton not being part of the tournament again. His grandma and him used to come every year. I just wish there was a way that they could… or maybe I didn’t need to go.

      “You’re going,” he said, offering me a look as I blushed. Mind-reading bastard.

      I leaned against the back door and crossed my arms. “I wasn’t even going to suggest that.”

      Stratton let out a small chuckle before wrapping a hand around the back of my neck and pressing a kiss to my forehead, then walking away. I didn’t even care about the landscapers that were watching, jumping as Stratton barked something at them, causing me to smile fondly. I turned to walk inside, loving that I somehow managed to see him every morning without fail. Even if most of the time he was a grumpy bastard.

      He was my grumpy bastard.

      You wish.

      I did. It was true.

      Our large, white granite kitchen was empty as I grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge that was always fully stocked with everything you could imagine. I grabbed a small container of fruit, knowing I wasn’t going to feel comfortable eating at the brunch but feeling a bit dizzy and hungry nonetheless, then made my way out of the kitchen and through our quiet house. My parents were probably already at the club. I hadn’t confirmed, but I didn’t need to be there until about an hour from now, and that was showing up right as check-in started. Although, I sort of wish my mom was still home—it was times like this when it’d be really helpful to have a girlfriend I could run outfit ideas past.

      My room was warm and comfortable as I closed the door, making my way over to the bathroom. Brushing my teeth and hair, I blasted some music and began to get ready for the day. I wouldn’t say I had a specific routine for getting ready, but when I took my time, I found the process relaxing. As I sipped my coffee and went through the careful process of straightening my hair and then applying light makeup to highlight my tan, I realized I was more excited than anxious about today.

      That was progress.

      It was also because I was damn positive the Brooks twins wouldn’t be there today. They would probably show up at the tournament tomorrow, but the brunch was usually just for out-of-town guests. I sent up a quick prayer, hoping like heck I didn’t have to deal with their crap. After I was done getting ready, I walked over to my closet and stood in front of it with my head tilted.

      What to wear… what to wear.

      Grabbing a fitted blue and pink checkered dress, I hung it on my closet hook and stripped out of my overshirt and swimsuit. I found myself wearing dresses more than anything, and I wish I could tell you it was more than a convenience thing, but come on! It was an entire outfit in one easy to slip on garment.

      Slipping on a pair of light pink lace panties and a bra, I fit the dress over my frame and ran my fingers through my hair. Reaching up to the top shelf of my closet, I pulled down a vintage Hermes box that contained a silk baby pink scarf that I folded into a headband shape. I secured it in my hair easily and then slipped on a pair of diamond earrings and matching infinity rings that I wore almost every day. I wore them on my left hand, on my second and fourth finger, and I hate to admit it, but sometimes I stared at my ring finger wondering what my wedding ring would look like there.

      If I ever got married, which was unlikely to happen without me ending up with a broken heart.

      Letting out a soft hum, I slipped on a pair of white sandals and packed up my small purse, not bothering to turn on my phone. I knew the guys would be at the brunch—it would be very odd if they ever decided to not show up to an event like that. Something I appreciated more than they realized.

      Walking down the stairs, I stepped out onto the front porch, glad I’d left my car in the driveway last night. My dad had some crazy security in the garage, and while I knew all the codes, it could be a pain in the behind. I smiled, looking over my custom light blue Rolls-Royce Phantom that was glinting in the bright morning sunshine. I’d gotten it as a graduation present, and let me tell you, I had never been a car person until I sat in cream leather seats like the ones in my car.

      I unlocked the door and walked around, only stopping as I heard the sound of another engine starting up. Looking up, I smiled, finding Sterling leaning out the window of his matte black BMW, his brother presumably driving.

      “Sugar, you look gorgeous this morning,” he commented before grunting and scowling back at his brother, making me smile. Sterling totally had a flirty side to him that I found myself flustered by, but I couldn’t help but love it.

      “Thank you,” I chimed. “Are you two headed over to the club?”

      “Want to ride with us?” Lincoln asked, his eyes sparkling with amusement at something. My eyes darted down to my car as I shook my head before smiling at their disappointed expressions.

      “I never get to drive her!” I reminded them. Sterling nearly pouted as they pulled forward so I could pull out of the driveway. I slid into the piece of art, my fingers running over the designer interior, inhaling the scent of my familiar Burberry perfume. Turning on my Spotify, I picked my morning playlist and pulled out of my driveway much faster than the twins would have liked. I backed up, pulling right up next to Lincoln, who was offering me a warning look.

      “Dahlia,” he rumbled, Sterling laughing.

      “No back seat driving!” I warned, flashing a smile before rolling up the window and pressing the gas to speed towards the gate. I didn’t say I was a smart driver, I just said I loved my car and enjoyed driving. I offered security a wave as I sped down the main lane of trees that led out of Wildberry Lane. Inhaling happily, I drove almost on auto-pilot towards the club.

      To say it was a short drive was an understatement. Not even a minute later, I was turning right onto a large stone road that had a guard who immediately waved me through. An expanse of land followed as I followed the familiar route through the expensive landscaping, the twins in my rearview mirror. I could practically see Lincoln’s scowl from here, and I found myself excited about how he was going to react to me not listening to him.

      As I pulled closer to the massive, ivy-covered stone building, I felt my lips split into a huge smile. Holy crap. My parents hadn’t been joking. This was nearly double the international attendance than usual. I pulled up past designer car after designer car, eyes following my path as I parked and hopped out easily, greeting one of the valets. His face was familiar, but I was kicking my own butt for not knowing his name. The twins pulled up next to me before I could go inside, and Lincoln stepped out and made me smile.

      “You need to be more careful,” he growled under his breath, grabbing my waist and tugging me against him. I let my head fall back, and I couldn’t help the laugh that escaped me as I flashed him a teasing smile.

      Why would I drive more carefully when it made him act like this?

      “Linc,” Sterling warned, his voice light but edged in something I didn’t fully understand.

      Lincoln’s eyes flashed with frustration before he nodded towards the club house, his hand staying around my waist as I walked between the twins, strolling past faces I recognized but couldn’t name. I knew the media was here as well, their badges identifying them, making me wish I had sunglasses with me. I didn’t like media attention, especially not at a place I was usually so comfortable in.

      Immediately upon entering, I noticed an array of familiar faces from across the room, including Kingston and Yates. I wondered briefly where Dermot was, but I was far too caught up on how handsome my four boys looked, dressed up in navy and searsucker jackets, their collars undone and hair slightly damp from this morning. I moved closer to Lincoln as Sterling said something to him over my head. I honestly didn’t even care what they were talking about, because I was suddenly busy narrowing my eyes at a woman that was not so casually eyeing Yates.

      She should keep her eyes to herself… it was rude. That was my reasoning.

      “Princess,” Kingston called out as we neared. I broke from between the twins and walked towards them, flashing Yates a small smile. I knew we were okay from last night, but I still wasn’t fully back to teasing him yet.

      I needed a few more hours for that.

      “Yates,” I squeezed King in a hug, turning my head against his chest to look at the cocky bastard standing next to him. He flashed me a smile and tugged on my hair lightly in greeting.

      “There are a fuck ton of people here,” Lincoln muttered as the twins joined us.

      “Where is Dermot?” I asked King curiously, Yates and the twins talking about just how many new faces there were. I found myself caught slightly off guard by the way King was already looking down at me, his eyes filled with something darker than normal. On my question, they lightened as he flashed a smile.

      “Sleeping in, but he’s going to come to the gala tonight,” he answered easily. Oh good.

      Nodding, I looked at the bay of windows behind us, noticing my parents out on the balcony. I tapped King’s chest, and his arm released me. I stepped past my boys and made my way through the large archway, taking a glass of champagne that one of the blazer-wearing workers offered. I mumbled a ‘thanks,’ ignoring the stares as I caught my mom’s eyes. Instantly, she was smiling.

      “I knew you were going to wear that dress!” she said with a knowing smile.

      “I wonder where I get my style from,” I mused, tilting my head and looking at her very similar dress, checkered in purple and pink instead.

      “You both look beautiful,” my father said. “Did you drive here, Dahlia?”

      “Yep.” I nodded and frowned. “I tried to convince Stratton to come, but apparently it’s a bad week.” They knew what I meant by that.

      “You should really talk to him,” my mom told my dad.

      “He’s his own man,” my dad sighed. “I think he’s figuring some sh… stuff, some stuff out. I have told him he can always come to me, but I’m not going to hurt the kid’s pride by trying to step in as a parent. He’s been his own for long enough.”

      I knew he was right. I just hated that.

      “I’m going to head back inside,” I said, narrowing my gaze at that same woman edging closer to my… to Yates. Nothing ‘my’ about him. My parents were suddenly in discussion with a nearby couple as I stepped back inside… or tried to.

      A large chest appeared in front of me, and a groan nearly broke from my throat as I narrowed my gaze at the Scottish family crest on the expensive blazer in my line of sight. Putting on my best smile, I looked up into a handsome yet very frustrating face. I was finding that sometimes the most annoying people were blessed with being attractive.

      “Ian McCaffrey, how good to see you again,” I mused.

      It wasn’t good to see him again. In fact, Ian was one of those guys that really didn’t understand when a woman wasn’t into him. Not only did the man think he was god’s gift to women, but he had a temper. It was a horrible combination.

      His frame blocked me from walking inside as he looked over my expression. There was something dark in his eyes as he tried to be polite. “I saw you from across the room and figured I would come say hi to my favorite American.”

      Oh wonderful. I didn’t want to be his favorite anything. Ever.

      “Here I am.” I swallowed, feeling awkward as someone with a badge came up to us. I narrowed my eyes, realizing that it was press from Scotland, and my jaw clenched as an amused look flashed on Ian’s face.

      “Mind if I get a picture of you two?” the man asked, his accent almost identical to Ian’s.

      “You know what, I am not really comfortable with that,” I offered. Ian chuckled as if I was saying something amusing.

      “It’s just a photo, Dahlia.” He flashed a smile. “A show of how welcoming your family is.”

      Oh, wow, I hated this guy.

      “Sure, right,” I inhaled, knowing I was going to regret this as I turned to the camera, my body stiffening as his hand pressed to my lower back, far too close to my ass. The camera clicked, and I immediately stepped away, feeling disgusted.

      Except I stepped right into a very familiar body, one that was filled with far more tension than I was okay with. My gaze snapped up to Yates, his temper flashing in his eyes as his fingers wrapped gently around the top of my arm. I had a feeling he was about two seconds from literally pulling me behind him. Honestly, I wouldn’t mind that, because Ian’s cologne was bothering my nose.

      “Yates Carter,” Ian chuckled, “good to see you.”

      “Not likewise,” he snapped and looked at the cameraman. “Go.” He scrammed as Ian’s face shifted, his expression turning more calculating as he looked down at me with interest. My fingers gripped Yates’s shirt, because I was honestly concerned the man was going to lose it.

      I knew a few things in this world, and one of them was that my boys hated Ian and his brother. I didn’t know why, but I didn’t disagree with the consensus.

      “You shouldn’t have shown up this year,” Yates said, his voice low and challenging.

      “Why is that?” Ian goaded.

      “Son!” Mr. Carter suddenly appeared, squeezing Yates’s shoulder. “I need both Dahlia and you for a moment, is that possible?”

      I could see the tension in his frame, and Yates continued to stare at Ian before exhaling and breaking away from his father’s grip, gently leading me away from the two of them. I intertwined our fingers… because I wanted to make sure he didn’t do anything dangerous. He led us towards a hallway, and as he turned he let out a frustrated breath and immediately began tapping on his phone. I leaned against the wall, watching him with curiosity as he worked. His voice was snappy as he made a call.

      “If that photo goes anywhere but into a delete file, you’re fired,” he demanded, his voice filled with threat. No greeting. Nothing. Just anger about a picture… Did he mean the picture of Ian and I? Holy crap.

      When he hung up, I took the chance and grabbed Yates’s shoulders, his silver eyes meeting mine as he offered me a frustrated look. “I hate that fucker.”

      “I know,” I nodded, “but don’t let him ruin your morning.”

      Yates swallowed, seeming to relax slightly. “Come on, let’s sit down for brunch. I can’t stand around with all of these idiots.”

      I didn’t stop him from intertwining our fingers as his thumb played with my infinity rings, leading us through groups of people as we walked towards the large dining room. Sterling was waiting for us, and I could see King and Lincoln sitting already, the first talking quietly to Mr. Carter.

      “You okay?” Sterling asked Yates as the man offered a terse head nod.

      He was not okay.

      As we sat down for brunch, I made sure to stay next to Yates, Sterling on his other side, as Mr. Carter offered me a smile before walking back over to his table. Lincoln was doing something on his phone as Kingston offered me a curious look.

      “What?” I arched a brow, crossing my ankles as I sat back in my chair. The entire dining room was filled with circular tables, fresh flowers, and musicians performing a classical playlist that added to the light, airy atmosphere. Before King responded, a waiter dropped off champagne as I waited for him to finally say something.

      “I need you to stay away from Ian and George, princess,” Kingston explained softly, his eyes moving over my shoulder. “I know you don’t like being rude, but if he does that shit again, just walk away.”

      I didn’t disagree, but… “Why?”

      Kingston’s fingers tapped on the table as I took a sip of my champagne. When he finally answered, it wasn’t what I expected. “I don’t trust myself to not lose it.”

      Oh.

      I blinked, mid drink, and pulled my glass away from my lips and frowned. “Lose it?”

      “Yes.”

      I examined his face. “Because he is talking to me?”

      “Yes.”

      Oh.

      Nodding, I took another sip and then reached over to squeeze his hand, not understanding his reasoning fully but trusting that King losing it wouldn’t be good. “I told him I was uncomfortable with taking a photo, and I wasn’t very friendly this time, if we are being honest. But I will make sure to be more forceful about it.”

      “Motherfucker,” Yates hissed as I mentioned telling Ian I’d been uncomfortable.

      “It’s fine.” I looked at the silver-eyed man before returning my gaze back to King. “I promise.”

      Kingston nodded, his jaw clenching as he seemed to shake himself. Before I could say anything else, we had a new guest join us at the table. Well, actually five. I mean, they were tables for twelve, so it wasn’t surprising, but it was surprising that I didn’t recognize them. My eyes met the woman’s gaze, the men she was with sort of fading into the background.

      Instantly, I was smiling. “India Lexington?”

      The woman’s face transformed into shock as she dropped her purse and stayed standing. “Dahlia?”

      Walking around the table, I hugged the woman I hadn’t seen in what felt like five or six years. I would have recognized that gaze anywhere, though. She always had the most fascinating eyes out of anyone I’d ever met. Honestly, a bit freaky, but still beautiful.

      I couldn’t remember exactly how much older she was than me, but our families ran in similar circles, and one time when we had been in Europe, we’d spent a week or so exploring together. I think I’d been around fifteen at the time, and with her being older, I had thought she was the most fascinating person on the planet.

      That theory still held.

      The Lexington family was East Coast old world money. I couldn’t remember exactly what her family had their fingers in, but I think it was politics. Or had been politics. My brow dipped, remembering how she had lost most of her family in a plane crash only a year or so ago. Pulling back, her dark eyes ran over my face as her golden hair bounced around her face. There was something very different about India.

      There was a calculated and cold edge to her that I didn’t really know how to read. Her smile and expression were friendly, but her frame held tension to it, and the outfit she wore was the opposite of me in every possible way. Her all-black silk suit was accented by a diamond necklace and kickass stilettos. Honestly, I could admit that she was intimidating to be around.

      “How have you been?” she asked. “I hadn’t realized that you would be here.”

      “Our families own the club,” I explained easily. “But what about you? Have a thing for golf?”

      “Hardly.” She chuckled and then motioned to the men she’d arrived with, all of whom seemed to have introduced themselves to my boys. “We needed to be in the area for an event, and I figured it would be a good break. Let me introduce you.”

      “This is Bishop Vos,” India said as I met the hand of a blonde-haired man that offered me a charming smile before looking back at India, seeming to communicate something.

      “Silas Huntington,” she said as she pointed out the next man, who offered me only a short head nod. I tried to not feel uncomfortable, because the man seemed normal enough… but he had a weird energy to him, and the way he was watching India was far from normal. Then again, I could feel my guys staring holes into the side of my face, so I didn’t blame them for feeling a bit off.

      “Oh, Eugene and Lawson.” I flashed a smile, not having recognized the two men at first. “It is wonderful to see both of you again.” They’d been with us in Europe, and it didn’t surprise me that they were still attached to India at the hip. They’d always been a bit infatuated with her, at least from what I could remember.

      “And Callum is somewhere around here.” She flashed a smile.

      “Well, you may remember Yates,” I pointed out as the man in question offered her a polite smile, his eyes moving back to me. “And this is Kingston Ross and the Gates twins, Sterling and Lincoln,” I explained as India nodded in understanding.

      Before I could say anything else, the microphone came alive as my father’s voice greeted the guests. I squeezed her hand and rounded the table as we both sat down, everyone’s attention moving to my dad as he began his welcome speech. I couldn’t help the little buzz going through me at having a positive interaction with a female that wasn’t one of the moms.

      Kingston’s arm wrapped around the back of my chair as he smoothed his fingers over my bare shoulder. I offered him a curious look as he kissed my temple, making me blush. Another man joined the table suddenly, a massive man that looked somewhat like a cowboy, boots and all. He sat down and offered India a look as she flashed a small smile. But that wasn’t what caught my attention—no, it was the fact that King was frozen next to me.

      “You okay?” I asked softly. My dad was still talking, but it drew the attention of the new man, who I was assuming was Callum. His gaze met mine before moving to Kingston’s, and a tense moment passed as the two of them stared at one another. It wasn’t a bad tension, per se, but it was very much something.

      Suddenly, it didn’t matter, because he just offered a head nod and looked forward again. King seemed to breathe out, his grip tightening on me as I examined his face. My chest squeezed as a small thread of insecurity ran through me.

      There was that feeling again. The one where I felt like they were hiding something from me. I eyed Callum.

      Maybe more than one thing.
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        * * *

      

      The feeling didn’t go away, even as we made it into the early afternoon and I drove home. I had said a quick goodbye to India, and Kingston, who had been talking quietly to Callum, had said he would come by to pick me up for tonight. I found myself lonely, though, as I drove home, realizing that all of them had chosen to stay… for whatever reason.

      And no, I wasn’t insecure enough to think this was anything with India. This was something else. It was weird, and it made me really uncomfortable not knowing what. I swallowed, shaking my head and turning on my phone as it began to ding in the console next to me. I tried to not assume the worst, but when the messages continued to stream in, I realized that I may not want to open my phone to begin with.

      I always felt better with my phone off, but it was ten times worse when I finally turned it on. My throat caught as I pulled into the driveway and then the garage, knowing that my parents would be quick to follow. I looked at the clock in the car, calculating that I had around two hours until the entire ensemble of ‘helpers’ arrived to aid in my mom and I getting ready for the gala tonight.

      The smart thing would be to take a nap.

      My fingers were shaky as I grabbed my phone and walked inside, not looking at the screen and considering just powering it back down. I was being a baby. It was probably fine. It was probably nothing. Sliding off my shoes, I sat on the edge of my bed and opened my phone.

      A small noise broke from my throat.

      It was several messages, but the thing that stuck out most to me? A photo of Kingston talking to Callum, with India standing right there listening to what they were saying. A surge of insecurity hit my chest, as I found that even more upsetting than the insults. Although, those were bad. Really bad.

      Tossing my phone across my bed, I ran my fingers through my hair and let out a sharp breath. Fuck this. Anxiety poured through my system as I tried to shake it, but instead I found myself laying on my side and pulling headphones out of my drawer, hoping that would help.

      Maybe Kingston knew Callum from something over the summer.

      My eyes closed as dread settled in my stomach. No. No, I didn’t think it was that.

      Unfortunately.
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            Dahlia Aldridge

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t positive at what point in my life I’d gotten used to events like this, or maybe ‘used to’ wasn’t the correct phrase. When had it become routine to go to galas? To wear thousands of dollars worth of clothing and jewelry? To have spent the past few hours having a team fuss over me while I got ready for an event? I suppose it had always been this way, but I still felt detached from it in an odd way, as if it wasn’t really me experiencing it.

      Looking around the grand ballroom, I smiled, taking in the moment of beauty and grace. The setting sun filled the space with golden light, and from where I stood, it felt like the world was just pausing and filling my mind with a stunning image that I could never hope to properly capture in a photograph.

      This was a moment you just had to experience.

      “Dahlia?” Lincoln’s voice sounded over my shoulder as I looked up at him, my chest warming. After listening to music and taking a nap, I felt better about earlier. Sure, I was still uncomfortable with feeling out of the loop, but I had settled on just asking King when I had some time. I felt like that was the first step to take, and if I still felt like there was an issue… well, I’d go from there.

      “Is this a new tux?” I asked curiously, running my fingers over the expensive material.

      He flashed a smile, taking off his glasses for a moment before readjusting them. “Yeah, both Sterling and I had to purchase new ones after training all summer.”

      My eyes moved to his arm muscles as I made a noncommittal sound that had him chuckling. What? As if I hadn’t noticed how muscular and cut they’d gotten over the summer. Any possible ‘baby face’ they had from high school was completely gone.

      “I like it.” I nodded. “Where is your brother?”

      “Dancing with our mom.” He pointed to them as I followed his line of sight. His fingers gently pressed to my back as the hot, rough, texture nearly had my body shuddering. Maybe I shouldn’t have worn this dress. Don’t get me wrong, it was absolutely stunning, but it left far too much skin for him to touch.

      Because this was an international event, not only was it extremely formal, but there were dresses from all over the country, and enough media to capture it all. Normally, my mom was okay with us wearing whatever we wanted, but we had been specifically contacted by a designer for this event, and I couldn’t lie, the dress they’d chosen for me… was gorgeous. Actually, ‘gorgeous’ wasn’t the right word for it.

      Almost unreal. Ethereal?

      The nude bodice that was fitted against my torso and hips made it look like the sky blue tulle that twisted across it clung to my naked form. Embedded in the tulle from my cleavage down to where the skirt flared out below my hips were clusters of diamonds. Legit diamonds. The back was open, and in front of one thigh, the material split to show off a pair of delicate wrap-up stilettos. It was almost Greek goddess-inspired and only enhanced by the deep back that fell to right above my butt and the sleeves that flowed past my fingers, diamonds sparkling against the nearly transparent fabric. I was essentially covered in tulle and diamonds.

      Even my hair, the dark mass pulled back from my face and done in loose waves, was intertwined with diamond-like crystals that glinted in the light. I wouldn’t have normally picked something so… attention catching, but I also was loving how I felt in it. For the first time in a while, I felt good about myself, and I didn’t want that to end anytime soon.

      “You look absolutely gorgeous,” Lincoln murmured, as if reading my mind.

      Looking up into his azure eyes, I saw honesty there, and my cheeks flushed. “I couldn’t say no to something with this many sparkles in it.”

      He chuckled and intertwined our fingers, leading me towards the dance floor. I didn’t think twice about him wrapping his arms around me. All of my boys could dance. After all, we’d literally had private lessons up until our junior year of high school, and it showed as Lincoln easily twirled me around the dance floor, allowing me to forget about all the eyes on us for just a few minutes. It was something that I needed, considering the attention that was being paid to us would normally make me more uncomfortable than they probably realized.

      Although, I didn’t mind that I could feel my boys’ eyes on us. Including Dermot, who I was officially adopting into my mental friend radius. The man had told me I looked stunning in his cute accent! I couldn’t not officially like him after that.

      “King is coming over here,” Lincoln grumbled after almost a half an hour of dancing and talking, my body pressed against his.

      I let out a small laugh. “That’s far longer than I pinned him for lasting.”

      “What about me lasting?” Kingston’s voice was edged with a darker humor, and my cheeks heated, realizing what he was alluding to.

      Lincoln shook his head and turned me into Kingston’s arms, leaving me to explain. I pressed my lips together. “Just said I figured you wouldn’t last that long without coming... over here.”

      I totally knew what I was saying.

      Kingston’s eyes jumped with amusement, and a rumble broke from his throat. “Don’t you worry, princess, I last plenty long enough.”

      “Mmmm,” I hummed, tilting my head as he turned me slightly and I locked my arms around him. “Undetermined.”

      What the heck was I doing? Also, I was going to ignore the odd surge of jealousy at the concept of him lasting long for anyone that wasn’t me. The mere idea of him kissing another woman had me seething.

      Attractive. Very attractive, Dahlia.

      King offered me a heated look. “Yeah, princess? You sure you want to play this game?”

      “What game?” My breath caught as he dipped his head slightly, his eyes darkening as his voice smoothed over my ears.

      “The one where you push me,” he explained softly.

      “Can’t handle a bit of teasing?” I asked, wondering if the sexual tension between us was just a figment of my imagination. As his hand wrapped tighter on my waist and he pulled me closer against him, I realized that it was very much not imagined. My eyes flared before growing heavy, heat flashing over my skin.

      “From you, Dahlia?” he chuckled softly. “You have no idea how razor thin that line of control is, princess.”

      My pulse increased as I wondered just what I could do to push that line of control. My eyes moved to his lips, but before I could say anything, a voice cleared, causing both of us to pause and look at Dermot. The man cleaned up stunningly in a tux, and the look he offered Kingston was both amused and concerned.

      “You have international press here,” Dermot reminded him, something like worry filtering through his gaze.

      King nodded, pressing a kiss to my forehead as Dermot offered a hand to me. I watched my best friend walk away, then looked up at his cousin, who was staring at me with interest. Dang it. That had totally been the edge of something.

      “What about the international press?” I asked, insecurity bubbling up. “Does he not want pictures of us dancing to circulate?”

      Dermot’s eyes widened. “Not how you think, trust me.”

      I arched a brow as he walked with me towards our table and I sat down, my feet hurting slightly as he offered me a new glass of champagne. I sipped it easily and asked my question. “How do you think I mean?”

      “That it is about you,” he murmured, leaning forward, his arms on his knees.

      “Well, is it not?”

      “The Ross family deals in international circles a lot,” he hedged and then examined my face. “Ones that would love to know who is important to Kingston’s father and Kingston himself.”

      Oh.

      “We were just dancing,” I waved off.

      Dermot hummed and took a sip of his drink. “Is that what you really think?”

      I was caught off guard by his question. “What else would I think?”

      He examined my face with interest, but before he could respond, a shadow came over us and had my jaw gritting in frustration. I swear, if one more person interrupted us, I was going to be the one losing it...

      “Dermot Ross, good to see you again,” Ian chuckled, a hand coming down on Dermot’s shoulder. I watched something really dark flash in the man’s gaze before he tightened his hold on his glass and looked up at Ian, shrugging off his touch.

      “You should watch yourself, Ian,” Dermot leveled. “I don’t give a fuck about this game. I’ll just beat the shit out of you.”

      That was hot.

      I mean, no… that was violent. Bad Dahlia.

      Ian put up his hands. “Mate, I didn’t say anything. I just wanted to say hi.”

      “Ian, you should go,” I pointed out, seeing his brother staring at him from a distance. He looked a bit more cautious, and that was smart—I could feel the tension in Dermot’s frame, and I wasn’t even touching him.

      Ian looked down at me, his eyes running over me. “Why don’t you come with me?”

      Dermot stood up, his accent thicker in his anger. “One more fuckin’ thing. Try it, Ian, and I’ll kick your sorry arse out of here.”

      “There are news crews everywhere,” he hissed, although he looked amused.

      Dermot stepped up into his space, looking down at him. “I don’t give a fuck who sees.”

      My skin broke out into shivers as I reached out and touched Dermot’s wrist gently. “He’s not worth it, D.”

      The nickname had him looking back down at me in surprise, and I saw him consider something before he looked back at Ian. “You have one chance to walk away. Don’t waste it.”

      Ian seemed to weigh his odds before putting up his hands and stepping back. Once he was gone, Dermot sat down and shook his head, downing his beer.

      “D?” he asked suddenly, looking amused.

      “Friends use nicknames,” I pointed out.

      His lips tilted up as his eyes flashed. “That means I need one for you.”

      I couldn’t help but smile in excitement, because I couldn’t lie—I absolutely loved nicknames. My eyes moved across the room as I realized that India was on the dance floor with Silas, I believe, her completely black gown standing out in comparison to the brighter shades. I felt a twinge of insecurity thinking about earlier, but I tried to brush it off.

      “What’s wrong?” Dermot asked softly.

      “Wrong?” I arched my brows. “Nothing.”

      “Dahlia,” he smiled, shaking his head. “Hate to tell you this, but your emotions are written all over your face.” Crap.

      I frowned and blurted out, “I feel like Kingston and the others are hiding something from me.”

      I watched Dermot’s expression for hints of deception, but instead he looked thoughtful as his fingers tapped on the table. “Why do you think that?”

      “Just a feeling?” I shrugged.

      He nodded. “I can assure you, Dahlia, that if they were, it would be because they were trying to protect you, not exclude you.”

      “Are you a mind-reader?” I narrowed my eyes, trying to tease.

      “Your thoughts are all right here,” he pointed out as he tapped my nose, making me smile.

      Standing up, I squeezed his shoulder. “I’m going to go use the washroom real quick.”

      He nodded as I crossed the room and slipped into the hallway. I let out a shaky breath, not positive how to feel about Dermot Ross. I mean… I knew how I felt, I just wasn’t positive how I felt about feeling that way.

      Swallowing nervously, I made my way into the luxurious club bathroom, breathing out as I noticed that no one was in here. I looked at the door, considering locking it, but instead moved to stand in front of the mirror.

      I felt good about myself tonight despite the messages earlier, but I knew that was because my boys and others had said I looked good. I thrived on others’ opinions to counteract my insecurity and the constant put-downs I received. I hated that. I hated that I could no longer feel good without any of that. Putting my hands on the sink, I lifted my foot slightly, the pads of my toes hurting from these damn shoes.

      I loved heels, but holy hell, each year they seemed to hurt my feet more. I loved sandals and flats way more. I envied women that seemed to live in heels. I think I would lose my mind if I ever did that. Washing my hands just to feel the warm water against my skin and inhale the smell of the mint soap, I relaxed. It was a weird gesture, I knew, but also calming. Sometimes small things did wonders to anchor you. Drying my hands, I opened the bathroom door and stepped back into the hallway.

      I should have realized what a bad idea it was coming out here alone.

      “Dahlia.” Ian’s voice rang in my ear as I froze, stepping away from him, only to let out a small yelp when his hand came down on my shoulder. He spun me and pressed me against the wall right outside the bathroom. My breath came out in a harsh, panicked rush as the scent of his cologne invaded my nostrils.

      “Let me go.” I found my voice and remembered what King had said. Unfortunately, the hallway that was normally filled with light had darkened into shadows following the sunset, so I felt more alone than ever.

      He chuckled softly. “Now that’s not very nice. I thought you were supposed to be one of the little hostesses of this event—where are your manners?”

      “Ian, I do not like your hands on me,” I snapped as his grip tightened.

      “What about other things?” he mused, his arrogance never dissipating.

      That was enough to get me to push firmly on his chest, catching him off guard enough to slip away from him. I breathed out in relief, but then a hard arm wrapped around my waist. I let out a small scream that was muffled by his hand slapping hard across my mouth, the skin stinging as I struggled against him. I stomped down on his foot as he cursed, but it didn’t help, his body pressing me against the wall and out of sight from the turn into the ballroom. Goddamn it.

      I started to hyperventilate as I felt his lips press against my neck and his hand grasp at my hip, his body pinning me to the wall. My fingers dug into his arm hard as I tried to scream, even bite his hand, my vision going blurry at the hard hold he had on me. I whimpered as his grip turned bruising.

      This was so fucked up. A bubble of an almost sob sound broke from my throat.

      “You like that?” he hissed. “I fucking knew you were into me.”

      Tears welled in my eyes as I tried to struggle again, refusing to let him do this. My pulse was racing so fast I thought I was going to pass out. If that happened, I would be so screwed. I felt my vision blur, and when the tears hit his hand, his grip tightened on my jaw tight enough that I felt like he may break something.

      My eyes closed, never having felt so fucking helpless in my goddamn life.

      I couldn’t pass out. I just couldn’t. I kept repeating that to myself, hoping for his lips to move from my skin and for his touch to disappear.

      Then it didn’t matter. The pressure on me was released, and I slipped against the wall, curling in on myself as a sob broke from my throat. Lights were turned on around me and yelling echoed through the space, the sound of someone being hit repeatedly causing me to shiver. I tried to block out the noise around me, gripping myself further, especially when I felt a familiar pair of hands try to hold me. I couldn’t.

      My vision swam as I finally heard my mom’s voice. “Dahlia, honey, I need you to let Sterling help you up. Sweetheart, please.”

      My eyes opened as I met her gaze and let Sterling’s firm grasp help me up, then hold me against him. I didn’t realize it, but my nails were practically digging into his chest, hard, clutching him. There were so many people, and chaos was exploding around us. The media was taking photos, and I didn’t realize why at first until I saw something I would never forget.

      Yates beating the shit out of Ian.

      I don’t mean that lightly—he was literally on top of him, pounding the absolute hell out of him as both King and Lincoln tried to restrain him. Something that I could see was against their nature, because they both looked livid. I was still shaking in Sterling’s arms when Dermot appeared, brushing my hair back from my face as I watched Mr. Ross grab Ian by the collar and pull him away quickly.

      Yates was finally pulled away as his father started talking to him in a low voice, the other parents trying to distract the media from what was going on. I could see pictures being taken, and all I could focus on was my boys, Yates shaking with fury. My mom was talking quietly to my father, his face angrier than I’d ever seen it.

      I was seeing the moment but not really experiencing it, everything going cold.

      Mr. Ross was holding Ian by the collar, his lips against his ear as the kid started shaking, making me feel even more dizzy. I didn’t understand what was going on. King was there then, grasping my face as he turned it away from his father and Yates. I think I was in shock. I also think I’d never seen this side of my family.

      “Dahlia, we are leaving, come on,” King said as he literally picked me up. I clung to him, my eyes going to Yates, who was being led away by Lincoln, his face red and blood-splattered, his hair messy. He was yelling something, but my ears were buzzing. I was shaking, and my vision was blurring.

      “Yates!” Mr. Carter snapped, his voice harder than before. “Take her home now, before the cops get here. I’m fucking serious. We will talk at home.”

      Yates’s eyes snapped to me as he let out a harsh breath, breaking past the twins and Dermot. King watched him cautiously before Yates offered him a look, and I realized he was transferring his hold on me. I curled against Yates, tucking my face into his neck, his entire body shaking, the smell of blood covering him as we walked outside.

      “Bunny,” his voice was dark and low, “I need you to tell me you’re okay.”

      “I’m okay now,” I promised softly, my lips pressing against his neck. “I just want to go home.”

      I wasn’t okay, though. I wasn’t okay at all.

      I didn’t remember the ride home, not exactly. I remembered the boys talking, but mostly I was focused on smoothing my fingers through Yates’s hair as he slowly stopped shaking with anger. I needed to shower. He needed to shower. He had blood on him, but I literally smelled like Ian. It was enough to make me feel sick to my stomach.

      “Her parents are going to want her home,” Kingston said softly.

      “Meet me over at my house, I’m going back with her.” Yates replied, his voice edged in exhaustion. “I need to make sure—”

      “I get it,” King’s voice was hard.

      “We can’t do anything until he leaves the country,” Lincoln voiced, confusing me.

      “He will be leaving tonight,” Kingston leveled.

      “Your dad says a call is headed your way,” Dermot said softly. “About thirty minutes.”

      “Thank fuck,” Sterling muttered.

      I had no idea what was going on, and honestly, I didn’t care. I just kept my eyes closed as Yates got out of the car with me in his arms, carrying me inside. I blinked as I adjusted to the lights of my familiar bedroom.

      “Bath,” he muttered. “You smell like him.”

      “You have to help me with the dress,” I said softly as he sat me down on a velvet seat. His large frame kneeled in front of me as he gently undid my heels, my eyes tracing the blood on his face as I felt a weird sense of safety filter over me. Yates had made sure Ian wouldn’t hurt me. He had protected me.

      I watched as he went to fill up the tub, and I slid off my diamond rings and began to slowly take the jewels out of my hair. I didn’t know what to make of this situation, and I honestly was surprised that I was here with Yates, of all people.

      King? Lincoln? Sterling? Sure. But not Yates. It meant way more to me than I could have ever imagined.

      “Is everything going to be okay? Kingston sounded worked up,” I murmured as Yates easily unpinned my hair and unzipped the side of my dress. His touch was so gentle despite the tension and anger I could feel coursing through him.

      Yates exhaled and nodded. “I need to call my father quickly, bunny. Can you hop in there really quick? I will be right back.”

      Instead of feeling weird about the moment, I nodded as he closed the door, leaving me to slip out of the dress and into the massive clawfoot tub that was filled with hot water and bubbles. I sunk below the surface and waited patiently for him to come back in, his voice low and angry in the other room.

      As he came back through the door, I saw exhaustion and frustration on his face. He ran a hand over his face and then went to the sink, shrugging off his jacket and bloody shirt, putting them in a pile before washing his face until it was free from blood. I watched him with wide eyes before the man came over and sat on the tile floor, resting the side of his head against the edge of the tub. The water was slowly heating my body, and I could feel my numbness fading just a bit, making way for anxiety.

      Although right now I was more worried about Yates.

      “What’s going to happen?” I asked.

      “The police are going to come by sometime tonight, probably. Ian’s family has enough pull to cause a few issues, but he will be back on his plane home tonight,” he murmured in a tired voice.

      “What were King and the others talking about in the car?”

      Yates made a small noise and sighed. “Don’t worry about that, bunny, just trust me. You will never see Ian again. Fucking ever.”

      I relaxed at that, and my fingers tentatively began to play with his hair as he let out a soft, almost sad noise. I found my voice weak as I finally spoke.

      “Thank you, Yates.”

      His jaw clenched as he shook his head. “You never need to thank me for what happened tonight, Dahlia.”

      My lips pressed together as I continued to brush through his hair gently, tears welling in my eyes. “I don’t want you to get in trouble.”

      His eyes snapped open, and he looked at me with an intense gaze. “I don’t fucking care about how much trouble I am in for tonight. I would do it again and again, bunny.”

      “I tried to fight back,” I choked out as pain flashed across his face.

      “I know,” he murmured, pressing his forehead against mine.

      I have no idea how long we sat there like that, but at some point, he took a call and I slipped out of the tub, wrapping myself in a robe that covered me completely in security. I crawled into bed, and I’d been only slightly surprised when Yates had laid out next to me, his eyes on the ceiling but his arm wrapping around me so that I was plastered against him. I fell asleep like that, realizing that he may have needed the comfort more than I did.

      I should have realized I would have nightmares.

      I couldn’t tell you what they were about, but when I woke up next, it was dark and I was covered in a cold sweat, alone in my room. I could see red and blue lights flashing outside, and I shakily got out of bed, going to change into a soft shift dress before making my way downstairs. I stopped halfway down to sit and watch the police talk to several figures outside. I knew the dads were out there, along with most of my boys.

      “Dahlia?” My mom’s voice came from behind me as I looked up to find her carrying two cups of tea. I went to stand but she waved me off, sitting next to me as I took a cup from her and leaned my head against her shoulder.

      “Is Yates going to be in trouble?” I whispered.

      My mom laughed softly. “No. Mr. Carter would never let that happen. The only ones that need to be worried are that piece of shit McCaffrey family.”

      A small surprised laugh bubbled from my mouth. “Mom!”

      She shrugged as I looked at her expression, tinged with a bit of amusement, but mostly filled with anger. “Your father and his friends have always been fiercely protective of their families, Dahlia, ever since you were little. I suspect it’s a trait they passed onto their sons.”

      Yes… that was accurate, I’d say.

      “Dad looked pissed,” I pointed out, remembering his expression.

      My mom made an amused ‘hmph.’ “Understatement. Your father is an amazing man, but everyone has their faults, and his temper when it comes to someone hurting his family is… intense. Not a bad thing, but it did surprise me at first when we started dating.”

      I nodded in understanding. “Yates and King both have a temper. I get that.”

      She squeezed my hand. “Those boys are very protective over you. Just remember to not judge them too harshly on what they do to keep you safe in their mind. You’re their entire world, honey.”

      I blinked, absorbing her words as I frowned. I examined her expression, but she just squeezed my shoulder and stood up. “I’m going to go make sure your father doesn’t land his ass in jail for the night.”

      I almost smiled at that.

      The way my mom talked felt odd. Not bad, but odd. I tilted my head, wondering if she realized how she talked about us, the boys and I. I didn’t know if I was reading too much into it, but sometimes it almost felt like she treated them as more than just my friends.

      You wish.

      Standing up, I stepped down the stairs and moved out onto the porch. Almost immediately, Kingston looked up from where he stood talking quietly to his father, a few steps back from the police. Mr. Ross offered me a small smile as King approached, his eyes shaded with something dark. I sighed as his arms completely wrapped around me, his frame coating me in heat. I let out a small breath of relief as he pressed his lips into my hair and let out a small rumble in the back of his throat.

      “I fought back,” I said in a quiet voice, wanting him to know.

      “I know, princess.” His voice was rough like he’d been yelling. “I know you did.”

      “How?” I mumbled.

      “Security cameras,” he got out, a shudder seeming to roll over his skin as he tilted my jaw up, looking over my face. Something dark and a bit scary flashed across his expression. “He left bruises on your jaw.”

      “It doesn’t hurt,” I promised as I pressed my head against his chest. “I’m just glad he’s gone. Yates said he is heading back home?”

      Kingston made a sound and said something under his breath. “Yeah, he’s gone.”

      I blinked at him. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      There was a lot I meant by that.

      His gaze ran over my expression before he spoke quietly. “Ian isn’t going to face this without punishment, princess. You have to understand that.”

      I watched his eyes and saw only the truth there. Did I want to know what he meant by that? Honestly… not really. I didn’t need details.

      “I do,” I answered. “You promise to always tell me stuff when it relates to me, King? I don’t like feeling out of the loop.”

      His brow dipped. “I would never purposefully make you feel that way. Have I?”

      “A little,” I whispered. “Like how do you know Callum?”

      His eyes flashed slightly. “Through work.”

      “The Ross Company?”

      “Sort of,” he hedged, and then ran a hand over his jaw. “I want to keep you safe, Dahlia. You trust me to do that, right?”

      “Of course, Kingston,” I lulled, my head against his chest.

      “Sometimes it’s safer to be able to deny knowing shit,” he breathed out.

      “You would tell me if I needed to know?”

      “Always.”

      I exhaled in slight relief. “I can deal with that.”

      King opened his mouth to say something else, but a creak in the stairs alerted me to someone approaching. “King, they need to talk to you.”

      Lincoln.

      King pressed a kiss to my forehead and left me with Linc, his hands coming up to cup my jaw as he examined my expression. “You weren’t able to sleep?”

      “Woke up after a nightmare,” I explained. I grabbed his hand and brought us to sit on the porch swing, then looked towards the police. “Do they need to talk to me?”

      “They want to.”

      “Should I? Would it make it easier?” I whispered.

      He exhaled. “They should fuck off. They have the footage from the security cameras already.”

      Resting my head on his shoulder, I nibbled my lip. “Is the tournament still okay for tomorrow? I know there were a ton of news crews.”

      “And even more tomorrow,” he mused. “Don’t worry about that, though. They are allowed to follow the actual match, but the rest of it is private. We can stay home, though, if you want—”

      “No,” I whispered. “I want to go. I am not going to let him ruin my favorite place.” Lincoln nodded and pulled me close. This time when I dozed off, no nightmares came.
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      More media was an understatement.

      Unfortunately, it was somewhat unavoidable. The entire situation at the gala had made national news by five this morning. How did I know that? Because I’d yet to sleep and had watched when the networks began to report on it, their bright-eyed and cheery faces seemingly ‘shocked’ at such a large social issue in a town like ours.

      Was anyone actually surprised? Also, didn’t we have larger issues to worry about?

      But yeah, after waking up from my nightmare, I’d not only taken the time to talk to the police, but made sure to keep it together and keep calm, for both my guys’ and family’s sake.

      I could tell it was one of those things that I needed to push past, because focusing too directly on it would only cause others around me pain. After the police left, I’d spent the early dawn on my front porch, drinking coffee as my boys seemed lost in thought, all of them spread out across the wooden surface.

      Even Stratton was there, despite him not being at the gala. When I’d made my way down to the police officers, he had nearly taken me back inside himself, and that was when I realized how upset he was. Although, honestly, it was pretty obvious by how tense he’d been.

      While they’d questioned me, he had stood right behind me, his entire demeanor aggressive, as if the police were somehow doing something wrong. The intimidation worked, for the record—the police had very much looked uncomfortable—and following the questioning, Stratton had stayed out on the porch with me, looking deep in thought. I wasn’t positive what was on his mind, but he had essentially gone mute, and it worried me that the situation had somehow done the opposite of ‘made progress.’ When he had finally made his way back to his house for the morning, he’d done so with a kiss to the top of my head and nothing to my other guys in terms of a ‘goodbye.’ Honestly, all of them seemed pretty out of it, so I wasn’t positive they noticed.

      It had been a good time to suggest getting ready for the day, and when I’d walked inside, my mom and dad had been sitting in the kitchen, talking quietly. Getting a hug wasn’t unusual in my family, but the hug that my dad gave me? It made me realize just how upset he was about the entire situation. I’d tried to be extremely positive from that point on, and when they asked if I wanted to go today, I’d immediately agreed. If I stayed home, it would be all they thought about, and I knew today was important.

      I had conceded to my mom that it may not be a bad idea to talk to someone about what had happened, although that idea made me a bit uncomfortable. I mean, I thought therapy was an excellent concept, and I was actually very pro-mental health… it was just a bit harder when it came to practicing it myself. Also, opening up to strangers always left me feeling a lack of control.

      I had to trust someone I didn’t know with my vulnerabilities.

      Trust they would keep my information confidential.

      Trust they wouldn’t judge me.

      Honestly, it was just a really terrifying concept overall.

      So yes, the media aspect was somewhat unavoidable, and when we had first arrived at Ivy Grove this morning, there had been news vans lined up outside of the club’s gates. Luckily, it didn’t seem to be getting aggressive, but the security was pretty tight and seemed heavier than normal, so clearly my dad had anticipated this.

      Once we were through the gates, the environment was much more relaxed and familiar. My parents told me they’d chosen to only allow select sources into the property, so once we were inside, everything seemed a bit more normal than the chaos outside. Honestly, it made me feel a world better from the night before, and by the time we walked inside, I was feeling far more upbeat. Heck, I wasn’t even tired despite not having slept yet.

      While I felt a lot of the guests—both international and local—staring, they had enough social grace to not mention the situation at hand. People around here were fantastic at that. Plus, I think people were focused on the golf aspect, the bubbly energy making me feel almost hyper as I bounced around the club house.

      Ian was gone. I had to continue to remind myself of that, because there was still an edge to everything in my brain, the shifting of people in my peripheral making me still a bit. Luckily, no one tried to approach me besides my guys and Wildberry Lane family. The others clearly valued their membership here and wanted to be invited back next year. For once, I wasn’t complaining about the extreme exclusivity that this place fostered.

      While this charity tournament was annual, the club was also home to three major golf tournaments throughout the year, as well as statewide and collegiate matches. It was an impressive club and even more stunning golf course, which was saying something since I honestly didn’t have an eye or care for what made courses ‘good’ or not. Still, I’d been to my fair share throughout the years, and the landscaping design of this course stood out.

      That wasn’t even mentioning that the architect who had been hired to build up the clubhouse had been world-renowned. While I absolutely enjoyed the style of it, I didn’t even want to consider how much their commission had been… I knew my parents could be a bit extreme when it came so stuff like that.

      Letting out a small yawn, I rolled back my shoulders and looked over the landscape of hole seventeen, where we were currently parked. The noon hour was ticking by, and my frame was comfortably cradled by my golf cart’s plush seat, exactly how I preferred it. I didn’t play golf very often, but I did enjoy watching it because it took a level of skill that I could appreciate.

      Mostly because I was so damn awful at it. No amount of practice could fix the issue—trust me, I’d tried lessons for years and years—it just wasn’t in the cards for me. The sport did, however, get extra brownie points because my boys looked sexy playing it and because I never had to overthink my outfit while heading to the course.

      No, seriously—an entire section of my closet was dedicated to what I deemed my ‘country club uniform.’ It consisted of a myriad of athletic skorts—you know, the cute skirts with shorts underneath—sleeveless polos in an array of bright colors, and matching shoes. Today I’d chosen to wear a skort that featured a bright pink and green pattern and a matching top, my dark sunglasses perched on top of my nose and my hair pulled back into a sleek, high ponytail that was tied off with a silk ribbon.

      Luckily, despite the heat and humidity that had infused Saturday morning in an unbearable weight—which was saying something, coming from me—the outfit kept me comfortable in temperature.

      My mom’s laugh echoed across the lawn, drawing my attention from my thoughts to where she sat on a golf cart with Mrs. Carter, Mrs. Ross, and Mrs. Gates. The familiar faces of the women I’d grown up around made me smile as I wondered briefly how I would ever move away from all of this. Did I have to? Probably.

      I mean, even if I could stay at home forever, eventually the guys would move away… and I didn’t want to hang around while they got married and started families. I was willing to deal with a lot, but I knew I couldn’t go through that.

      Now that we were done with school, I just had to figure out how I wanted to handle all of that. Did I put distance between us? Did I start dating? I didn’t like that train of thought, so I shook it from my headspace, knowing it didn’t really belong there. I had time. We were young, so I wouldn’t worry about it yet.

      Haven Ross, Kingston’s mom, sat next to my own mom and talked in a low, hushed whisper, no doubt gossiping about some of the other women and their husbands, who were following a few holes behind us. I knew there was a particular family Mrs. Ross disliked, but I didn’t know them personally. I couldn’t even remember their names. Still, I trusted her opinion, and if she knew something that made her not like them, it was no doubt accurate.

      I had to give her this—the woman knew everyone’s business. No, really, I meant that. She literally had information on everyone, and while usually she had a light-hearted tone to her, I did feel like there was another side to her I wasn’t understanding fully. But that was a feeling that both Ross parents inspired, and it probably had to do with their lifestyle of working in international trade. My father had mentioned how tense it could be.

      Usually, though, she was just Mrs. Ross. The woman who was like a second mom to me, loved gossiping, and had impeccable fashion sense. Heck, even my own mother admitted she had the best sense of style out of anyone she’d met. It was probably one of the reasons that she always came with whenever we went shopping. Throughout high school, she’d always come when I picked out dresses for events and dances. Mind you, she had a bit of a vested interest because I almost always went to dances with the boys as a group and she loved a good picture, but her opinion was still appreciated.

      And yes, we did go to dances as a group.

      It wasn’t like I was going to go with anyone else—who did I really spend time with outside of them? Plus, when some guy from our class had attempted to ask me, Yates had been… unhappy. So ever since then, it had just been the five of us at every dance.

      Honestly, having four different dance partners was very fun. Stratton never showed up despite me inviting him every single time, but I had stopped being disappointed by that. If he thought that would persuade me to drop our friendship, he had another thing coming. I was persistent as all get-out when it came to the people I cared about.

      I knew he would give in one day—I promise you that.

      This morning, all of the moms were dressed similarly to myself. Haven’s golden hair was swept back in a ponytail, and she was wearing a white polo dress with a designer scarf around her neck, perfecting the picture of elegance I’d come to expect from her.

      Then there was Trinity Gates, the twins’ mom. She was essentially the exact opposite of Haven in the best way possible. Her strawberry blonde hair was a mess of curls that she didn’t bother to style, and she wore bright blue framed glasses that made her brown eyes stand out all that much more. Unlike the other moms, she wore a patterned sundress that I recognized from her trip to Sri Lanka only last year.

      It didn’t matter that her dress wasn’t ‘normal’ country club attire, because with the amount of influence and money she had, the woman could wear and do whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted. Gates Unity funded hundreds of thousands of different relief efforts across the globe—some of which would be funded by today’s event—so she was always traveling back and forth. The number of international political events that she’d been invited to blew my mind, and somehow, despite the busy schedule she and her husband kept, they never seemed frazzled. Rather the opposite, taking everything in an easy and relaxed stride.

      I did love hearing about their trips, though, and seeing the photos she took inspired me to go abroad myself. Trinity had mentioned to me that she had always wanted a daughter, and while I knew she obviously loved the twins, I very gladly took that position and had considered even taking her up on the idea of traveling with her to practice my photography skills.

      I know, a burden I would willingly take, right?

      I’d been sitting with the four of them for most of the morning, but I’d moved over to this empty cart my boys were using as they played this particular hole. Dermot, who had chosen not to play today, stood next to the cart, watching the match with interest. After last night, I’d been a little worried things would be weird between us, because obviously it had been really intense and we didn’t know each other well… but he was acting perfectly normal. In fact, I almost felt closer to him than before, and it was really nice. I kept expecting for there to be some level of discomfort between the two of us, but instead it was like we were just meant to get along.

      Plus, I had to admit, the man cleaned up really well, and I was fully enjoying the view. He had looked amazing in a tux last night, but right now, with his auburn hair styled back and his jaw freshly shaved? I was having issues not staring at him. His large, muscular build was covered in a dark green polo, embroidered with what I believe was the Ross family crest, with tan athletic pants that made his butt look fantastic.

      I know! I didn’t even realize I had a thing for butts, but I couldn’t lie, the man had a great one. It felt wrong not to appreciate a great ass.

      “What was that?” Dermot asked, his accent thickening with slight heat as my eyes widened. I snapped my head away, looking around, as if I wasn’t the one who had just clearly said that last comment out loud.

      Good job, Dahlia! Way to sound like a weirdo.

      “Ever play?” I asked, nodding towards the others, attempting to distract from my very obvious awkwardness.

      His amusement was clear as he decided to let me off the hook. “No. Can’t say it’s ever interested me. I have watched plenty enough, but if I’m going to play something, it’s probably going to be football or cricket. I played it through most of school.”

      I liked him more because he didn’t like golf.

      “High school?” I asked curiously.

      “After sixth form I stopped playing so seriously, but I still managed to join in on a few matches while at Trinity,” he explained in a happy, relaxed tone. I blinked at him, wondering how much of an idiot I would sound like for asking what sixth form was and the age he’d been and how the heck he’d been… did he say he went to Trinity?!

      “You went to Trinity University?” I asked curiously.

      “Finished this past spring.” He nodded and then smiled. “Why?”

      “I just didn’t expect that,” I said, then tilted my head. “What did you study?”

      “I’m full of surprises, lass.” Dermot’s smirk was a bit hot as I blushed. He continued, though, saving me from looking like a pink-faced idiot all because he smiled. “Economics, actually. Although whether I’ll use it or not is up in the air.”

      “Wow.” I put my elbow up on the seat and continued my obnoxious questioning. “So which do you like more—soccer or cricket?”

      “Football,” he scowled.

      “Totally soccer,” I mused. Not that I was complaining—I found soccer players totally hot. I could imagine him shirtless on the field… just saying.

      Dermot’s eyes flashed dark as he continued, “What about you? Don’t play golf? I imagine you’re here more often than not.”

      “I actually am terrible at it,” I said, flashing a smile. “I’m decent at tennis, but that is where my athletic talent starts and stops.”

      “Dahlia is fantastic at tennis, don’t let her hustle you,” Yates stated as he walked over, putting his choice of club away in his silver, personalized golf bag. One that I may have possibly purchased for him…

      What? It was a good Christmas present! For my archnemesis. Yeah, I was understanding the problem with my logic.

      I couldn’t help but smile a bit at his miffed tone regarding tennis. Yates had lost to me every single time we’d played, and every single time his reaction was better than the last. My heart squeezed with a bit of affection thinking about last night, and the night before that after we’d gotten into what now felt like a stupid arguement.

      Yates had always been overprotective, so it didn’t surprise me he was pushing me to open up—I just didn’t want to burden him with what I knew would devastate him. He was an ass… but he was possibly my ass. At least that was what it felt like when I was in his arms. I found it harder to stay ‘mad’ at him the more time we spent together.

      I would still take pleasure in him being bitter over his awful tennis game. He was good enough at literally everything else, he could deal.

      This morning, Yates was dressed in a similar outfit to Dermot and most of my guys, but he also had the addition of his sunglasses that laid on a band around his neck. I nibbled my lip, realizing that I’d also gotten him those. It was possible I had a problem…

      We had a lot of Christmas and birthday celebrations to account for! I actually had a running list of things the boys brought up on a whim for ideas when either event came to pass. It was why I’d been so excited about these Ray-Bans. They had sold out in less than twenty-four hours around Christmas, so when I’d given them to him for his birthday this past spring, he’d been legitimately surprised and thrilled.

      “Is it true? Are you trying to hustle me?” Dermot chuckled, offering me an arched brow.

      “Never.” I offered a cheeky smile, my gaze moving past both of them to where Kingston stood talking to his father and mine. You would never guess what had happened the night before by the way they were acting, but I knew King for sure hadn’t forgotten about it. In fact, I had a feeling that this wasn’t over by a long shot.

      Mr. Ross laughed at something King said, and I watched the two of them curiously, realizing just how similar they looked, but with about a twenty-something age gap. I would give Mr. Ross this—the man had aged well. I could literally see what Kingston would look like at that age, and I couldn’t lie, it was attractive. If we were even friends then…

      Shaking myself from thoughts of the future, I moved my gaze to Lincoln and Sterling, who stood with Mr. Gates and Mr. Carter, seemingly having a somewhat serious conversation.

      “Last one!” Kingston called out, walking around the cart and sliding next to me. I patted the bench and Dermot slid on, the twins jumping on the back as Yates stood with a foot on the cart while gripping the roof. There were probably way too many people on this thing, but who the heck was going to tell us no?

      “I’m a bit sleepy,” I admitted, stretching my arms above my head as Dermot cleared his throat, sounding like he was covering a groan. I arched a brow, but he was already getting out as Kingston came to a stop, chuckling softly. Why was me being sleepy funny?

      King pressed a gentle kiss to my jaw instead of my cheek or temple as he smoothed a thumb over it, a surprising gesture that had me looking over at him. Any previous amusement was gone as his eyes traced the very light bruising there before he exhaled sharply and then hopped out, seemingly back to his upbeat, smiling self.

      Confusing man.

      “How are you holding up, honey?” My mom’s voice came behind me as she got out of her cart and came to stand next to me.

      “Good.” I raised up my plastic champagne glass as she tapped hers with mine in a ‘cheers’ motion that had me smiling. I could tell she was a bit tipsy, and I was glad to see the group of them having so much fun. I was tempted to grab my camera from underneath the bench, but I hadn’t been lying—I was exhausted.

      “You know, the ladies and I were talking, and I think we’re going to take that vacation we keep talking about. The Gateses just picked up a property in Naples.”

      “The couples trip?” I asked curiously, my attention immediately focused sharper on her words. I loved my parents, but the concept of them all gone… together? Leaving me with just the guys? I would never say no to that.

      “Yep.” Her lips pressed into an excited smile before squeezing my hand. “We are thinking sometime this week. I wanted to make sure you’re okay with being home by yourself, after everything that happened… I know the boys are going to be home, but I still worry.”

      “Totally fine,” I promised. “I will probably just spend the time relaxing and getting ready for the new semester.”

      My mom kissed the top of my head and walked back towards the cart, leaving me smiling a bit in excitement. What? I’m just saying, whenever my parents were out of town, the guys were literally over the entire time… sometimes they even slept over. I mean, it just sounded like an opportune time for really good things… or bad choices. Not that anyone was willing to make bad choices with me. Ever.

      Not that I even knew if they were into me like that… well, I think they were attracted to me, but this entire friend zone thing was confusing. I think I may have friend-zoned myself? Maybe? Crap.

      “Why are you so excited about being home by yourself, Dahlia?” Dermot’s voice had me letting out a small squeak. It was right against my ear, and I snapped my head around to find that he’d sat back down in the golf cart at some point, right next to me. I blushed as I tried to meet his gaze, wondering if it was that obvious where my thoughts had gone.

      “Maybe I want to hold a party,” I said as I turned to the side, his large arm stretched across the back of the seat as he searched my expression. My guys were large, muscular and tall, but Dermot was truly massive, and I absolutely loved being in the shadow of his large frame. I felt safe and comfortable there.

      Which was probably why I should stay away from him.

      “No, I don’t think it’s that, lass,” he mused and looked back towards the course momentarily.

      I hesitated, biting my lip and wanting his attention back on me. “Alright, well, why do you think I’m so happy about it?”

      Good, Dahlia, redirect back to the possible awkwardness. I’m positive that won’t backfire.

      Dermot’s gaze melted into a deep forest green as he looked back down at me. “I don’t think you want me to answer that question, Dahlia.”

      I probably didn’t.

      Before I could respond, the sound of a golf cart coming up behind us had me turning slightly. Immediately, my stomach clenched as I realized who was up next at this hole. Crap. Abby and Max Brooks.

      They were with their father and his friends, but I barely paid them mind. They didn’t matter in comparison to the twins. Ugh. I did not want to deal with this right now.

      I must have made a small sound, because Dermot’s arm tightened around my shoulder, causing my skin to break out into shivers. I knew she was going to walk over here, but I focused my attention back on Dermot, hoping she wouldn’t. I could already hear her brother trying to talk to Yates, the latter’s voice filled with annoyance. If Max was looking for friends, Yates was not the one who would be ‘nice enough’ to talk to him.

      “Dahlia!” Abby’s high-pitched voice caused anxiety to well up in my throat. “What a pleasant surprise.”

      God, I wanted to tell her to screw off. I wanted to tell her to leave me alone. To stop sending those messages. I had no proof it was her, though—it was just a feeling… one that I trusted one hundred and ten percent.

      “Abby, good to see you.” I shifted slightly, my back pressed against Dermot’s chest, deciding that I didn’t care how it looked. I hadn’t met his gaze, even while turning towards him, but I could feel he was tense, and I was a bit concerned to meet his eyes, worried about what I’d see.

      Abby leaned against the cart, her eyes running over him curiously with a seductive edge I hated, before looking back down at me with a patronizing air. A possessive burning feeling, paired with a hollow sense of dread, swelled in my chest as I tried to temper it down. I had no freakin’ right to be upset at how she was looking at him.

      Abby’s lips pressed into a sly smile. “Is this your boyfriend? How exciting.”

      Oh, man, I was tempted to say yes.

      Before I could respond, though, Dermot’s calm and almost clinical answer solved my problem. “Yes.”

      My eyes widened slightly as I snapped my head around, finding his lips pressed into an amused smile as he watched me with interest before moving his gaze back up to Abby. Any warmth disappeared, and I looked back to her shocked expression before she collected herself. Dermot was sort of a troublemaker.

      “Oh!” She flashed a smile before a cunning light filled her gaze while she looked past us to where I knew my other guys were. “I hadn’t realized you were dating anyone. I mean, after all, you essentially live with the other guys. But I’m sure you know all about that… what’s your name again?”

      This was the type of stunt she pulled.

      Hypothetically, if I had been actually dating Dermot and he didn’t know the guys well, this would have probably caused tension between us. This was just a small hint of her toxicity. Besides my almost positive instinct that she was the person harassing me, she had a natural talent at planting seeds of doubt and causing conflict with others. The woman was… she was horrible. That was the nicest descriptor I could think of, and I didn’t think she even deserved that, if we were being honest.

      “Kingston is my cousin,” Dermot drew out, his voice edged in hidden laughter as he refused to give her his name. “I’m well aware of where everyone lives.”

      Oh my god, he was literally making fun of her. If I hadn’t liked this man before, I very much did now.

      “Your cousin?” Abby parroted. Dermot nodded slowly, as if he deemed her too dense to fully comprehend what he was saying. She wasn’t. She was a venomous snake that needed to be killed. Was that awful of me? I was starting to not feel bad about my thoughts.

      “Abby!” Max’s voice rang out, sounding pissed as he moved back towards their golf cart. “Come over here.”

      “I see,” Abby said, her eyes flashing with something dark. “Well, it looks like I’ll see both of you tonight.” Unfortunately, since her father was now a member of the club.

      As she went to walk away, she turned back and flashed me a knowing smile. “Just wait until all the girls find out that the Wildberry Lane boys are officially free.”

      Because she would tell everyone.

      Dermot mumbled something as Abby left, a sickening feeling growing in my stomach. It was no surprise that people talked about our group and gossiped about the nature of our relationship, but I was starting to realize that those rumors may have been better than them knowing the truth. Dermot’s fingers relaxed on my shoulder as I turned around to face him, feeling a heavy weight on my shoulders.

      “Who the bloody hell was that?” he demanded softly.

      “Abby Brooks.” I shook my head and sighed. “Not exactly on the friendliest terms with her, if you couldn’t tell.”

      “She seems like a cunt,” he grunted. A surprised laugh broke from my lips, my fingers pressing to my mouth to hide it because I had no good reason for why I found that so funny. He offered me a confused look.

      “You can’t say the C-word here,” I teased, unable to hide my smile.

      A horrified look came over his face. “Why the fuck not? Lass, that’s one of my favorite swear words, don’t take that away from me.”

      “People don’t say that as much in America,” I teased as he shrugged, his face filing with legit delight. See? The man loved causing trouble! It was an addictive quality to be around.

      “Your boyfriend does.” He chuckled and slid out of the cart, walking towards King and leaving me speechless. The man was such a nut job.

      I had to admit, his actions made me feel… better. Safer?

      I wasn’t positive that was the right word for it, but even acting as a pretend boyfriend, Dermot had served as an anchor and shield from Abby’s taunting. It made me wonder how much better I would feel if I just told my guys my suspicion on who had been and still was behind the bullying. Although that would include explaining that it was still going on in the first place.

      Letting out a tired sigh, I watched the group finish up as I contemplated what to do next, if anything at all. I had a feeling Abby would cause problems tonight, but I just wasn’t sure to what extent. It wouldn’t be the first time she had actively hit on my guys, but like with any of the other women who had tried, they seemed completely uninterested. I wasn’t exactly worried about their reaction, but I knew it would still bother me, even if I didn’t tell my boys so.

      It also made me wonder if they knew how I felt and weren’t just trying to be nice. I nearly chuckled at that. Somehow I didn’t think that was the case when it came to Abby.

      Feeling a tad better and not nearly as focused on Abby, I enjoyed the cart ride back to the clubhouse, Lincoln’s fingers intertwined with mine as I leaned against him. He was playing this game on his phone that I’d given up on about two hundred levels in. You know, after I did the same level ten million times and still was unable to beat it, even with boosters. Unfortunately for my pride, Lincoln had not only beat it but was now one hundred something levels above that… so, cool. Really freakin’ cool.

      As we pulled to a stop, I stood and stretched, brushing off my skirt and walking up the stairs towards the dining room that would be set for lunch. My eyes flashed to the corner hallway that Ian had attacked me in… I didn’t want to think about his hands on me. His anything on me.

      Behind me, my boys were talking easily and laughing, but I could tell Kingston was hovering behind me. Whether that was because of yesterday or because of Abby was undetermined. Dermot had, no doubt, filled him in on what had occurred, and I was sort of waiting for King to mention it but hoping he would wait until at least after lunch.

      I really didn’t want to lose the tiny appetite I did have right now.

      Heck, maybe he wouldn’t mention it at all. Maybe the Abby thing didn’t matter to him at all. Maybe the concept of me ‘dating’ Dermot wouldn’t bother him either, or the others, if they even knew. Maybe they weren’t even thinking about me… Honestly, it was a likely conclusion, considering the amount of time that had passed without anyone ever bringing up the concept.

      I mean, was I crazy? Was the sexual tension I was sensing imaginary? I mean, maybe, because no one ever acted on it. They were probably afraid… afraid it would ruin our friendship. Which it no doubt would, because a one-night stand would never be enough. Especially because if they kissed me, I was almost positive that they would be able to tell just how in love with each of them I really was. I wasn’t exactly great at hiding my emotions.

      Shivering slightly, I crossed my arms as we neared our table in the dining room. The elegant old-world charm easily mixed with modern details that created a comfortable atmosphere that was far more cozy than the ballroom we were in last night. We sat at our usual large table, and I offered Sterling a smile as he pulled my chair out for me. Immediately, my eyes scanned the rest of the dining room cautiously.

      Good. The Brooks twins weren’t here yet.

      God. Thinking about them literally had me losing my appetite by the second. I took a small sip of ice-cold water that was placed down in front of me along with a garden salad.

      For large events, the kitchen staff pre-planned the menu, so I had an idea of what we would be eating. I looked down at my salad as I shook myself, knowing I needed to eat here in order to not make anything worse than it already was. I had caused issues last night, even unintentionally, and I didn’t want to mess up today at all. No one needed that stress. Selfishly, I wanted to avoid any worried looks, because the guilt that slammed into me was like a heavy slab of concrete burying me alive… every. Single. Time.

      I knew this came from the insecurity of being a bother. Being afraid that people would get annoyed with me. Any confidence that I originally possessed had evaporated over this past year, and in some ways, in moments like this, I felt closer to the small abandoned kid that had been brought in by the only people that had decided they wanted her.

      I didn’t like to say I had an eating disorder, because I didn’t… I just didn’t eat. When I did eat, I ended up throwing it up. Yeah, I knew I had a big problem that was growing and festering here, but it was both sickening and impressive what you could convince yourself of. What you could alter your reality to so that you were no longer the one with a problem.

      I’d convinced my brain that certain food was gross, staring at it long enough until it indeed became so, or I would chop it up small enough that I would be able to say I was full based on the amount of bites I’d taken. I’d convinced myself that I didn’t want to be skinny like those girls with an eating ‘problem,’ that I just wanted control over something since everything else was darkening on the edges, making me feel crazy.

      Most people, not including my guys, let me lie to them. I mean, wasn’t that the truth of it? I knew people meant well, but eating issues were extremely common in our society. They were also dark enough that if you had some semblance of an excuse and weren’t laying out in a hospital bed, most people would let you get away with it.

      I had a smile on my face, so how could something actually be wrong? I was just watching my figure. All girls my age did it. My parents, who I knew loved me, had asked all the correct questions, and yet I’d been able to brush their concerns off long enough that they probably no longer thought about it.

      It was almost trippy, being both the one experiencing all of this and understanding what was occurring. It was like a car accident I couldn’t look away from. I wasn’t in denial, even—I knew why I was doing what I was doing. It just didn’t matter. My thought process was so messed up, yet no matter how hard the rational side of me appealed for me to stop, a compulsion pulled me right back into the habit.

      You couldn’t just stop seeing food like you did when you had an eating disorder. Everything became about what you had eaten and how much it was going to affect your body, as if you were intentionally ingesting a poison of some kind. I think it would always be like that. My day was good or bad based on how I felt about my body. It could make or break anything, and that was beyond messed up.

      Maybe I did need to see someone about all of this.

      Then again, the therapist I’d been to a few years back about the stress of school hadn’t seemed to give a flying flip about what was actually going on. She just continued to send in prescriptions for anti-anxiety, anti-depressant, and sleeping medicine… all of which were left unfilled. I’d never been into medicine, and while I did take birth control, I tried to avoid pretty much everything else. I wasn’t going to start on medicine now.

      For the record, I knew amazing therapists existed. Ones that worked their asses off to help their patients. I also knew that medicine could be fundamental to changing someone’s life. It just seemed that in our town, the local therapist was only concerned with whether I wanted a new prescription or not. I had stopped seeing her pretty shortly after realizing that.

      Tuning back into my current surroundings, I slowly started to eat my salad as the others talked around me. My throat was dry as I swallowed a bite of lettuce, feeling eyes on me that no doubt belonged to my guys as I listened to a story Mr. Carter was telling. I had finished my entire salad before it was taken away from me. Immediately, I relaxed, feeling a small sense of pride.

      See? I could do this. I didn’t even feel that full, and salads were healthy. I could keep that down for sure. My phone buzzed in my skort pocket.

      I inhaled sharply as I looked around the room, noticing that the space was filled with tournament participants, the Brooks family seated three tables from our own. Abby’s gaze met mine, seemingly by chance, and instead of offering a smile, a flash of malice went across her expression before she diverted her attention back to something her father said.

      I wasn’t going to look.

      It didn’t matter what she thought.

      I was weak if I looked.

      I was just going to go further and further down this hole if I didn’t stop…

      I unlocked my phone and felt my stomach drop. Immediately, I deleted the picture and put it back away, the room spinning around me. Did I really look like that? She had to have enhanced that, right? I mean, my arms weren’t that big. I looked down at them and shook myself, trying to not break down.

      The message was gone, the picture was gone. I just needed to keep reminding myself of that. Again and again. My confidence in myself, my love for myself, had been decimated, and every picture or word I received was another goddamn nail in my metaphorical coffin. I needed a breather to figure this out.

      “Be right back,” I chimed and stood up, letting out a small groan while rolling my shoulders back as if I was tired. I was, but that wasn’t why I needed a break.

      Slipping to the back of the dining room, I turned into one of the bathrooms that was right off the room, much smaller than the one last night and far less modern. I closed my eyes as I slipped into one of the stalls, resting my head against the wooden door, breathing through my panic.

      It was a salad, and she had enhanced the picture. Abby Brooks was trying to screw with me, and it was absolutely working. Unless… I really did look like that and I just wasn’t seeing it. I braced my hands on the stall walls and closed my eyes, a small sob breaking through my throat before I swallowed it down.

      No. I would not cry. I would not let her have that power. I looked up, willing the tears to disappear, feeling the past twenty-four hours fully hitting me as my knees began to weaken. When the bathroom door opened, I knew immediately who it was based on their perfume, so I flushed the toilet as if I had just used the restroom.

      Stepping out of the small stall, I offered a cursory glance at Abby leaning against the counter, her smirk growing as she arched a perfectly shaped brow.

      “You okay, princess?” Her snide mockery of King’s nickname had anger building in my chest that I pushed down, knowing she wanted that. Any reaction was a good one for her.

      “Perfect.” I smiled and washed my hands as she continued to stare at me, making me feel almost creeped out, like she was evaluating me. God. Screw this lady.

      “You know,” she drew out casually, “I should have figured that you had a boyfriend, especially with where I saw Stratton last night.”

      My chest squeezed as my throat closed up. “I don’t really care what you saw, Abby.”

      “Well, I suppose saw isn’t the right word.” She sighed in contemplation. “You see, I couldn’t see all that much in the dark besides the girl kneeling in front of him, sucking him off at the post-fight party.”

      I hate to admit that my first thought was, had he gone to a fight last night? I thought he had to stay home for his grandma? She was in my head. I couldn’t focus on the other part, because if I did I was going to lose it. I felt at the end of my rope, and I had no intention of letting her see just how much that suggestion bothered me.

      Instead, I let out a small amused sound. “Good for them, I bet it was a good time. Well, then again, you would probably be a better person to ask, right? Is blowing someone who doesn’t care about you fun, Abby?”

      Abby snarled, stepping into my space. “You fucking prude. You’re getting gang-banged by what, six men now? And somehow I’m the slut?”

      “I didn’t call you that, but it’s clear what you think of yourself.” I felt a sneer pull on my lip as she revealed exactly what she assumed was going on between my boys and me. Honestly, the concept of being with all of them was anything but unappealing… but she had no right to be thinking about that.

      “Plus,” I added, smirking as I pointed a finger against her chest and flicked the necklace she always wore as my temper truly came out, “that’s your goddamn fantasy, Abby. One that you will never get, by the way. Poor you.”

      I wouldn’t either, but that wasn’t the point.

      My bravery was retreating, so I walked past her, done with the conversation. I let out a sharp cry as her hand shot out and pulled back on my ponytail hard enough to make me slip on the tile floor. I fell back, my head feeling as though it had cracked open when it hit the tile. My breathing was rough as Abby leaned over me, pressing a manicured hand into my throat, her long, sharp nails breaking skin.

      “Just remember, Dahlia, you are worthless without them and your fake little family,” she purred and tightened her grip. “You are from the fucking slums. You are absolute trash, and once those men get what they want from you, they will be over it. Over you. You’re just a long game they entertain themselves with. Not someone they would ever consider marrying. After all, what man wants to be with a girl that fucks his friends?”

      With a sharp kick to the ribs that had me groaning, she walked out, leaving me furious and speechless. My hands shook as I pulled myself up using the counter, blackness momentarily filling my vision. I blinked, trying to clear it as I moved towards the door, needing to get the heck out of here. Needing away from the tile that now reminded me of when Abby pinpointed everything I secretly fear. The woman had a talent for it.

      Ignoring the looks from my family and probably everyone else, I jogged through the doors onto the patio out back and down the steps. Almost immediately, I sucked in a breath of air and sat down on a large stone bench that faced out towards the course. Luckily, I was hidden away enough that no one could see me as they trickled in for lunch.

      I needed sleep. That was it. I swallowed nervously, my fingers clutching my throat as anxiety hit me hard enough to know I was having a panic attack. This was going to be a bad one. Tears began to form as I slowly stood and made my way around the clubhouse towards Yates’s car, sliding on my sunglasses so that no one could see me crying.

      Signaling to the valet, I grabbed the keys and unlocked the vehicle, sliding into the back. I buried myself against the leather seats of the back row as real tears streamed down my face. I needed to pull it together. I was being weak.

      For the first time in my life, I wanted vengeance. Retribution for her treating me like this. For allowing her to have control over my life like this. I wanted to do something to ruin her, and the longer I sat there, the more this sense of outrage began to crawl over me.

      When the door opened and two large hands gently pulled me up into a firm chest, I was unsurprised to find Sterling’s warmth under my cheek. I buried my nose against his shirt as he smoothed his fingers over my shaking frame, whispering soft assurances that were like a bandage on a terminal illness. I think that was the moment I realized that I was going to have to do something about Abby Brooks.

      “What is going on, sugar?” he demanded softly.

      Running a hand down my face, I pulled back and fixed him with a look that I knew didn’t hide any of what I was feeling. I couldn’t say I was ‘fine’ or ‘okay,’ because we both knew it wasn’t true. I couldn’t say ‘nothing,’ because even I would call that bullshit.

      Before I could respond, my phone buzzed and I turned, worried it was Abby again, only to realize it was already open to messages. My mom had sent one asking if I was okay, probably assuming this was from last night. Sterling gently drew my chin back.

      “You looked through my phone?” I frowned, realizing he’d done so while holding me.

      “Yes.” He didn’t deny it, his expression darkening as if something had just occurred to him. I darted my gaze over his shoulder, seeing my mom making her way out of the club. I didn’t deserve her.

      “I need to go tell her I’m okay,” I explained.

      “Are you?” he asked softly.

      “No,” I answered honestly as I got out of the car. He seemed surprised at my answer, but I couldn’t lie to him. I wasn’t okay. The worst part about all of this? Abby wasn’t wrong. I was from the slums… and who wanted to be with a woman that was into several men? There was something wrong with me.

      I just didn’t know how to fix it.
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      Naps don’t fix everything, but they sure as hell fixed a lot. Especially when they were with Sterling Gates, curled up on the large sofa in my bedroom while watching a rerun of some home improvement show I had no doubt seen ten times. Still, when I woke up several hours later, I found myself staring into his handsome, sleeping face as I laid pressed against his chest. I knew we had to get up soon, but honestly, I could live with missing the bonfire tonight and all the drama that was sure to accompany it. As long as Sterling stayed right here with me.

      I was a bit worried about him. I could see his lip was slightly more purple than usual, and I would bet he had injured it in practice. I thought it was amazing how hard they worked, but I also didn’t want the twins to completely exhaust themselves. Speaking of which, I was surprised that Lincoln had not found his way over here. I’d come back with the two of them, and the second had mentioned stopping home really quick.

      Hearing a light snore, I lifted my head and smiled, finding the man in question laying on my bed, knocked out. Nevermind. He had made it here.

      “Sterling,” I murmured, gently running my fingers up his chest to his neck. He made a small noise, his arms tightening more firmly around me before one azure eye squinted open, offering me a curious, sleepy look.

      “Go back to sleep, sugar,” he mumbled.

      “I can’t,” I teased, “I need to get up. We have the bonfire to go to.”

      Sterling grunted, throwing a large leg over mine and squeezing me tighter against him as I let out a small laugh. Breathing out, I tilted my head towards the television, zoning out slightly as I turned in his arms to get more comfortable. The late afternoon sun was breaking into the room through my windows, and I was so cozy, I seriously considered just deciding to not get up.

      I loved this event, but knowing Abby would be there, and considering everything else that had happened this weekend… I just wasn’t positive it was a good idea.

      My face flushed as Sterling mumbled in his sleep, adjusting his hold on me as my eyes widened at how hard he was against me. I would like to say I didn’t arch back against him just a little bit, but my skin rolled with heat as he grew harder against my ass, his lips pressed against my neck. I know this was ‘morning wood’ or whatever, but it was turning me on like crazy, which was not good for anyone, least of all me.

      “Dahlia.” His voice was deep and husky, still filled with sleep, and I wasn’t actually positive he was awake enough to realize he was pretty much kissing my neck. One of his large arms was locked around my waist, but his other hand was tangled in my hair that I’d pulled down from its ponytail before falling asleep. His fingers tightened their hold slightly and I squirmed, feeling just how wet I was getting.

      Christ, he was big. Like way bigger than I had even imagined. Yes, for the record, I had imagined… often. Very often.

      “Sterling,” I murmured hesitantly as a rumble broke from his throat, his nip on my neck making me realize that he was a bit more awake than I realized. My eyes fluttered shut as my pulse went haywire, my vision slightly blurring from the overwhelming desire coursing through me.

      “Stop squirming, sugar,” he warned, his voice filled with a hot undertone.

      A shiver worked its way across my skin as I turned my head slightly, finding myself nose to nose with Sterling. I found myself completely at a loss on what to do, because what I wanted to do was have him kiss me, but I… I didn’t know if he wanted that. My breath caught as his eyes swept over my lips before he pressed forward so that he was caged over me, his one hand sliding up my waist and spanning my ribs as I felt everything go dizzy, loving how close he was. I also needed more of his touch—my body was practically demanding it, my skin breaking out into goosebumps.

      “Dahlia,” he murmured, his nose brushing mine as my fingers slid up his neck and into his hair, tugging slightly as a low, sexy groan broke from his throat.

      When his lips pressed gently against my jaw, I arched into him further, loving the feel of his lips there as my nipples tightened against my shirt. His large hand cupped my breast hesitantly, as if afraid I’d pull away, his thumb running over my hardening nipple as a needy sound broke from my throat. Holy shit. Sterling had absolutely never touched me like this before.

      I was not complaining in any way, shape, or form.

      My fingers tightened in his hair as he looked up at me, hesitating with his lips over mine, as I felt everything narrow in on him. I wanted him to kiss me. Scratch that, I needed it. More than I had even realized.

      This wouldn’t be the first time Sterling and I had kissed, although the last time had been when we were freshmen in high school… so a different tone, to be sure. I’d always thought that there was this tension between my boys and I, but I just assumed that they didn’t feel it anymore since they’d never done anything else. Clearly I’d been wrong, at least about Sterling.

      “Tell me to stop,” he ordered roughly. I knew he didn’t want to stop—not only could I feel it, but I could see how dark his eyes were, rolling with heat and need. He wanted this as much as I did. Also, his fingers were still playing against my sensitive, covered skin, and I needed more. Always more.

      “No,” I whispered before I could overthink it.

      That was all it took.

      Sterling’s lips were molded to mine as everything spun around me, a moan breaking from my throat at the demanding taste of his kiss. I hooked my leg around him as he ground against me, his chest rumbling as my nails dug into his shoulders. Instead of complaining, it seemed to urge him on more, and his hands slipped down to my waist, pushing up my shirt slightly as he kept our lips connected, his rough hands feeling amazing against my skin.

      “Your skin is so fucking soft,” he groaned before sliding his tongue against mine, demanding entry. I softened against him, letting him have complete dominance over the kiss. There was a demanding edge to him I hadn’t expected, and it was causing my body to react like a high speed railway. I rubbed against him, rolling my hips as he let out a feral-sounding snarl against my lips.

      “Fuck, Dahlia.” He pulled away slightly, his eyes wild and heated, making everything in my center tighten.

      “That was amazing,” I felt my cheeks heat at the honest and somewhat embarrassing words coming out of my mouth. Way to play it cool, Dahlia.

      A stunning smile broke out onto his face as he pressed his lips to mine again in a slower, almost deeper kiss than before. When he pulled away, there was a look in his eyes that I didn’t fully understand but had me feeling… well, a lot. Way more than I would have expected.

      When a sudden groan sounded behind us, I froze and my eyes widened, remembering that Lincoln was not only in the room but clearly awake. Sterling’s lips pressed into a hot, cocky grin before he rolled slightly to the side, still keeping me trapped underneath him as his fingers rested on my bare stomach, my shirt pushed up. Lincoln’s face suddenly appeared above me, his eyes lit with humor and something a bit darker.

      “Have a good nap?” he mused, as if asking about the weather.

      “For sure,” I mumbled, my body still covered in shivers, which were not being helped by how Sterling was still holding me.

      “You sure? You look a bit flushed,” Lincoln goaded as I realized that he for sure knew. Sterling chuckled softly as I tried to ground myself.

      “Absolutely peachy,” I insisted, causing Lincoln to flash me a dangerous smile.

      Before he could say anything, the sound of a door closing and voices downstairs had me sitting up fast enough the room spun. Sterling groaned in frustration, rolling back into a comfortable position as Lincoln stood, steadying me with a hand. I knew it was the other guys, and I made a totally rational—not afraid—move and walked over to the bathroom.

      “I’m going to get ready,” I called over my shoulder, wincing at how shaky I sounded. What? Can you blame me for needing a moment to myself?

      Shaking myself, I walked to the mirror and examined my flushed expression. I looked… well, I actually looked pretty good. Mind you, my hair was a mess and my face was pink, but my lips were a bit more swollen than usual, and my eyes were more alive than they had been all summer. My fingers tangled through my hair as I considered what had just happened.

      There had always been a tension between the boys and I, especially this past year. Looking back, I knew they found me attractive… at least, I was almost positive. The confusing part was why we had never done anything about it. Well, until today. Somehow, Sterling’s kiss hadn’t made it any more simple, because I also wanted to kiss Lincoln, Yates, King… and possibly Stratton and Dermot.

      Yeah, okay, this was just ridiculous. I mean, seriously—how on earth did I handle this? My finger brushed over my lips as I considered all the other ‘first kisses’ I’d experienced. I mean, I would never tell the guys, but I’m pretty sure each of them thought they had been my first.

      Yates had kissed me the last week of eighth grade, after we had argued almost nonstop about what a jerk he was being towards one of the guys in our class. It had come out of nowhere, and it had been brief but honestly very memorable. Then Sterling had kissed me, right after the freshman year homecoming dance while walking me home.

      Both I had been able to dismiss because we’d been so young, and honestly, at that age, you sort of just wanted to kiss someone, even if they were your best friend.

      Lincoln had kissed me sophomore year, although I wasn’t positive that fully counted, because it had been by accident, and luckily we’d been able to laugh it off. It was the first time either of us had tried champagne at a Labor Day celebration, so that probably played a part in it.

      Then there was my kiss with Kingston. We’d been having a bit of a ‘going away’ party for him, and after the parents had gone home, I’d stayed up with the guys, not able to justify going to sleep knowing I would be losing my best friend for months.

      So I had kissed the ever living heck out of him after having a few glasses of liquid courage, and he hadn’t seemed to mind one damn bit. He had all but tugged me onto his lap and took over the kiss, only to pull back seconds later insisting that he walk me back home. I’d been so unsure of myself and shocked that I’d only been able to nod, feeling both turned on and confused. We hadn’t spoken of it since, but the look he’d given me that night before heading home had made it seem like he wanted to kiss me again.

      Or maybe that was my imagination. After all, he had left the country the next day.

      Unfortunately, I’d yet to kiss Stratton… I mean, not unfortunately. I didn’t care. I promise. So yeah, the concept of kissing these men wasn’t exactly all that odd, but what did matter to me was what it meant to them. Call me crazy, but that kiss Sterling had just given me hadn’t seemed casual, and he sure as heck hadn’t seemed like he wanted to forget about it.

      “Princess?” Kingston’s voice was outside the door.

      “Come in!” I called out, my voice squeaking as I grabbed a straightening iron and plugged it in. King’s gaze ran over me before a small, amused smile tilted his lips. I thought for sure he would say something, but instead he focused on what happened at the club.

      “Are you feeling good enough to go tonight?”

      “Much better after sleeping,” I promised. And getting the crap kissed out of me by your best friend.

      “Good.” He nodded and then flashed a smile. “We are going to get changed and come by to pick you up, how long do you need to get ready?”

      “Give me thirty?” I asked, brushing through my hair.

      With a nod, he walked back out into the room, and I heard the others leave. My lips dipped slightly, realizing that I had sort of wished Sterling had stopped in to say goodbye… and this is the problem with this entire scenario. I was already expecting them to act different, and all he had done was kiss me.

      I just needed to assume nothing had changed.

      Taking my time getting ready, I made sure to apply fresh makeup and straighten my hair before pulling the front of it from my face. By the time I was done, I looked far more put together and was feeling more grounded, even a bit excited for tonight. I just needed to keep Abby from realizing how much she bothered me. I hated being dismissive of others, but I knew how, so I would try to fully channel that.

      Worst case, I could always leave. I had explained to my mom earlier that I hadn’t felt good, a result of lack of sleep and last night, and she had almost immediately sent me home with the twins in tow. But I was determined to not let Abby ruin my fun and to have tonight end better than the night before.

      My eyes flashed to the house next door while getting ready. I frowned slightly, realizing that I needed to do something so that I understood fully what I was walking into tonight. I didn’t like legitimizing Abby’s story by giving it space in my mind… but I also didn’t like not knowing the truth. This could end poorly for me, absolutely, but I had to know if there was any authenticity to her words. Stratton didn’t owe me anything, but the idea of him with someone else shocked me to my core. It left me with a hollow feeling, and I found it difficult to even imagine.

      I felt betrayed by the notion, which made no sense and only revealed further to me just how intensely I felt about the brooding man. So while I knew it was probably a bad idea, I couldn’t help but need to know.

      I mean, realistically, what had I expected? That he would never date? That they would never date? Or hook up? I mean, I’d never heard rumors before now, and of course this had the ability to break my heart, which was insane. Sometimes I cursed my naivety when it came to stuff like this. I’d lived in such an isolated bubble that the concept of any of my guys spending time with other women just seemed… impossible.

      And yes, Stratton was still one of my guys, even if he didn’t want to be.

      Maybe I was a bit spoiled. A bit of a princess. Expecting for these men to be only mine and to not have to share them. But wasn’t that exactly what I wanted? All of them, forever, as mine. It was the epitome of entitlement, and I knew they deserved better. No man wanted to share the woman they loved with others, right? My hand came up to my hair in a nervous gesture as I remembered Abby’s words in my head.

      No. I would not spend my evening sad. I was stronger than this.

      Instead, I felt a surge of anger at the concept of some woman touching Stratton or kissing him. I was jealous. I knew I was. But why did she, whoever she was, get to do all of that with him? She didn’t even know him! Not like I did. She hadn’t stayed by his side despite him pushing me away time and time again. Blinking back tears, I walked downstairs, going through the back door and walking around the side yard towards Stratton’s front porch, praying he was home.

      I just needed to know.

      That was what I continued to tell myself. He didn’t owe me an explanation. We weren’t dating, and I wasn’t sure we were even friends. Heck, he didn’t even know about the not so teeny tiny crush I had on him. Inhaling sharply, I steeled myself and knocked quietly on the front door, revealing to myself just how terrified I was of finding out the truth.

      Hey Stratton, I heard some girl was blowing you last night and I just wanted to check if that was true…

      Almost immediately, the door opened, and my eyes ran over Stratton’s shirtless abdomen and chest. Holy Christ. My gaze moved over each tattoo as I inhaled and looked up to his amused gaze, trying to not forget why I was here in the first place. Wait… Why had I come over here again? I think it may have been to touch him? Something along those lines?

      Stratton’s throat produced a small rumble, his bright eyes darkening with heat as he stepped into my space, his head tilting in a predatory move. Oh wow. I had not expected that look, and my body turned into hot molten lava that had me shifting slightly, my pulse going haywire once again.

      How in the hell was I supposed to think with him looking like this!?

      “What’s up, angel face?” he asked softly, his voice deeper and huskier than normal. Shivers broke across my skin, and my nipples tightened against my halter top almost painfully, a flush overtaking my face and body. Well, if he didn’t know his effect before, he would now since my face was pink.

      Then I saw his busted lip.

      A metaphorical bucket of ice water fell on me as my eyes narrowed on the injury, my fingers brushing over it without asking. He winced slightly, and a scowl overtook my face as I slid my hand onto his chest, not able to help myself, loving how his large frame overshadowed mine. I liked being wrapped up in their shadows.

      “Dahlia?” he asked again, sudden anxiety invading my consciousness.

      I stepped back and walked towards the porch swing, needing some distance from his sexiness. Stratton was staring at me with confusion as he sat next to me, offering me a cautious look. I didn’t blame him—I probably looked like a nut job.

      “How was the fight?” I hedged, realizing that was where he had been last night for sure. How had I not noticed his lip before? It was far worse looking now, legitimately split open. I ran my fingers through my hair, waiting for his answer as his gaze tracked the movement carefully.

      “It was pretty good,” he admitted, a cocky grin that had my pulse jumping invading his lips before his gaze darkened. “Although coming back home to find out some fucker attacked you made me wish I’d come with.”

      Okay, that made me feel a bit better, honestly.

      “That’s awesome,” I noted about the fight, moving past the comment about last night, needing to ask my question. “Do they ever hold parties and stuff afterwards?”

      His head tilted as his gaze narrowed in thought, trying to understand where I was going with this. “Yeah, sometimes. Why?”

      Nevermind, I didn’t feel better anymore.

      “Just wondering.” I offered a wave before adding, “More curious than anything.”

      Remind me to never go into any line of work that required questioning someone, ever. I was horrible at it.

      “I don’t usually go to them. I went last night to have a beer but then came home. I’m glad I didn’t stay any longer than necessary.” His answer was honest and clear.

      “I bet women are all over you after watching you fight,” I tried to tease him as his face turned more serious, his hand gently grasping mine from where it was playing with my hair, intertwining our fingers.

      Was I being obvious? Of course I was being obvious. ‘Obvious’ was nearly my middle name.

      “Angel, what is going on?” Oh, he switched to ‘angel.’ He only did that when he was serious.

      “It sounds crazy,” I mumbled under my breath. “You’re going to think I’m crazy.”

      As if he didn’t already.

      “Try me.” He sounded amused, but I could see the concern there. I think he really wanted to know, and that boosted my confidence.

      “I was at the club today, and Abby Brooks was there.” I felt the rambling start, and I knew it was going nowhere good. “She told me she saw you last night. I paid it no mind, but then she said you were in a compromising… actually, she said you were getting a blow job from some girl. I was just curious, not that I have a right to know, but more just to be updated—are you seeing anyone? There is nothing wrong if you are, but I am just curious.”

      Wow. What the actual heck had just come out of my mouth? I was an embarrassment to all smooth-talkers out there. My rambling was an issue.

      Stratton’s smile grew as he let out a deep, loud chuckle, running a hand down his face as if both frustrated and extremely amused. My cheeks flamed as I stood up, planning to leave, before he caught my wrist and tugged me back down onto his lap. My eyes widened, because holy moly he was hard. But I was still embarrassed. I had clearly said something he found funny, but since none of it was amusing to me, I felt more awful than before.

      This had been a terrible idea.

      “Dahlia, angel.” His voice was lower and more serious as he tilted my chin, my gaze drawn to his lips that were no longer pressed into a smile.

      “Yeah?” I mumbled.

      “I can promise you that no one was doing anything to me last night. I was hanging out with my buddy, having a beer. That’s it. With everything going on, I don’t have time to date. Plus, as you can tell, there is only one girl I’m into, and it’s not some chick at the fight ring.”

      Was it weird that I wanted to be the one to do anything to him… nope, not doing that horse and pony show today. Wait, what had he just said? My eyes snapped to his as he offered me an arched brow, daring me to deny the very obvious proof right underneath me. At least I wasn’t alone with my attraction. I had no idea what to do with it, though.

      I inhaled shakily. “I’m sorry. I know it’s none of my business, I just had to know—”

      “I get it,” Stratton voiced seriously, his fingers running along my jaw as he scowled at the bruising there. What came out of his mouth, though, was something different. “What’s this I heard about you dating Dermot?”

      I let out a small laugh and shook my head. “He told Abby that because she was being a witch.”

      He nodded in amusement, his scowl disappearing before reappearing as his gaze moved down my legs. “You’re wearing that skirt tonight?”

      Huh? I stood up, adjusting it before looking over the white material and cute little yellow halter top I’d chosen to wear. “Does it look cute?” I flashed a smile at his scowl. “You have to answer yes, though.”

      “You look hot as fuck, angel face. Not cute,” Stratton drew out as my eyes widened.

      “You can’t say stuff like that.” I tried to cover my smile by hitting his shoulder. “Imagine what your MeMaw would think.”

      Ms. Lori, his grandma, who insisted everyone call her ‘MeMaw,’ would probably be scandalized. Or find it hilarious, one of those two.

      I honestly had no idea what to do with this side of Stratton, but I was loving it. Like, a ton. Stratton mumbled something, running a hand over his face, before pinning me with a hot look. “The guys are going with you to the club, right?”

      “You should come,” I sang while boldly running my fingers through his hair.

      “I’d love to.”

      His dry, sarcastic comment had my mouth popping open, a laugh escaping before I shook my head. What the heck was up with him today? I loved it. He should keep it up. His hand wrapped around my wrist as he kissed the top of it. “Sorry, angel face, I’ll keep my dirty thoughts to myself.”

      “Well, I didn’t say that,” I teased, feeling a bit shy. I think I was flirting, and I was almost positive I was being successful at it.

      He barked out another laugh before the sound of a familiar car pulling up had him looking over the top of my head. I kept my gaze on him. “You’re positive you don’t want to come with?”

      “I can’t,” he admitted, his eyes filled with disappointment.

      “I can stay and keep you and your grandma company?” I offered. As much as I loved this party, I could also totally get behind a cozy couch night.

      His eyes warmed with something soft, but he urged me towards the stairs. “Go have fun, Dahlia. I’ll be fine. I promise.”

      “You sure?” Kingston asked from his rolled down window, his gaze filled with curiosity.

      “I’m good,” Stratton called back. “But get her a sweater or some goddamn pants.”

      I rolled my eyes, scowling at his hot, muscular back as he went inside. Overprotective weirdo. I hopped into the SUV as Lincoln let me squeeze between him and his twin, and Dermot tugged on my hair lightly from the back as I flashed him a smile. Usually King liked to drive his car, so it was surprising he had chosen this one, not that I would ever complain about riding in the Cadillac. It was one of my favorites.

      Yates turned from the passenger seat and frowned.

      “Has that skirt always been that short?” he demanded speculatively.

      “Yep.” I popped the ‘p’ and then offered a smirk. “Haven helped me pick it out.”

      “Kingston, this is your fault,” Yates growled before turning back towards the front. Oh thank god, he was back to his normal self. I wouldn’t want him to get too sweet or anything.

      That was dangerous territory.
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      On our drive towards the club, I scrolled through King’s playlist on his phone, Yates scowling at my choices as I flashed him a smile, not caring what he wanted. I could feel Sterling’s fingers playing on my lower back as Lincoln said something to him that sounded nearly pained. I would have looked back, but honestly, I was a bit worried about meeting Sterling’s gaze. I shouldn’t have been, but I was nervous. Sue me.

      After picking Janelle Monáe, I sat back, Lincoln’s hand wrapping around my thigh as I offered him a curious look. Sterling chuckled softly as his brother stared out the window, causing me to look up at him as my cheeks turned pink. I could see amusement and relief flash in his gaze at whatever he saw on my face, his lips pressing to my temple. I found myself relaxing after that.

      See? Everything was fine. With Sterling and Stratton, at least. I could deal with my other insecurities later, because let’s face it—most of them weren’t going anywhere anytime soon. Unfortunately.

      As we pulled through the security gate, I found myself bouncing in anticipation. The valet immediately stepped up as Kingston put the car into park and Lincoln stepped out, helping me jump down from the large SUV.

      I let out a surprised sound as I nearly slammed into King’s muscular frame, his fingers closing on my waist as I met his heated green eyes. He looked over my outfit and muttered a small curse, making me frown.

      “Is it really that bad?” I asked sincerely, not wanting to look inappropriate.

      “No,” Lincoln interjected while casting King a look, his arm wrapping around me and pulling me from him. “Come on, Dahlia. Trust me, you look beautiful.”

      I couldn’t help the smile that grew on my face at that.

      “That’s the problem!” I thought I heard Yates yell, but I was distracted by Lincoln leading me to one of the golf carts parked out front that would allow us to make it out back to the lake in a speedy fashion.

      “Thanks.” I flashed one of the attendants a smile as he met it, flashing dimples before looking over my shoulder. His smile disappeared as he paled slightly and ran off. I turned and looked at Lincoln, who was next to me, his sweet, relaxed smile making me wonder what the hell the attendant’s problem was.

      “What was his problem?” I asked curiously as Lincoln started up the cart, leaving the other boys calling after us, making me almost laugh.

      Lincoln’s eyes flashed behind his glasses. “Maybe he realized what a creep he was being, who knows?”

      Creep? Had he been creepy? I leaned into him and moved past the thoughts, not wanting to miss the stunning way the course seemed to light up in the sunset. Plus, I may have been gazing a bit at Lincoln, wishing I’d brought my camera because of how gorgeous he looked tonight. His eyes flashed down to me as I snapped my gaze away, his soft chuckle making me feel only a bit embarrassed but far less when his arm tightened around me.

      Clearly he didn’t mind me staring like a creep.

      My concerns disappeared as I watched the bonfire grow in the distance, the last few beams of the sunset glinting off the lake. There were already a good amount of people there, including my own parents, no doubt, who, if I had to assume, were set up underneath the designated beer ‘tent’ here, which was far more of a pavilion with a massive bar. That wasn’t even including the vendors set up throughout the area, with drinks and food being served up left and right. The entire space smelled delicious, and music was starting up, making a hum fill my chest.

      I had a feeling people were going to drink a lot tonight, including our parents. Something that didn’t happen very often in public, but was always hilarious, in my opinion. One time, when Mrs. Ross had been drunk, she’d told me that she already had an entire plan for my wedding and the perfect dress designer picked out. Haven hadn’t clarified who I would be marrying, but now I was curious about what she thought, because frankly it was far more appealing now that I had graduated.

      I could feel eyes on us as our golf cart came to a stop, the boys shortly following. I smiled up at Dermot when he appeared at the side of my cart, taking his hand as he helped me hop out. Not that I needed help, but I would never say no to his offer, wanting to feel what his rough hand felt like against my own.

      Before finding a place to sit, we made our way towards the large bar that was closest to the lake. A familiar bartender stood behind it and offered me a smile, making me a drink without asking what I wanted. My mom had called her an alcohol genius, and I couldn’t deny that she was just that. Whenever she worked an event, I made sure she made my drink. After I grabbed my vodka and lime soda, I went to go sit down at a table that overlooked the lake. I could feel the guys hovering slightly, and I had to wonder if I was imagining that or if they were really standing that close.

      King’s fingers rested on my hip as he sat down next to me, Dermot to my other side, the two of them wrapping me in a warm, familiar cologne. I had the urge to hold Dermot’s hand, but I didn’t want to push it, because he had been nothing but friendly towards me. Although, we were supposed to be dating… which was why it was unsurprising what happened next.

      In some ways, I was happy it occurred now, rather than later.

      “Dahlia,” Abby’s voice sang as I looked up to find her and Max standing there, completely focused on me. The latter had a predatory look in his eye that I knew I wasn’t imagining, because King stiffened next to me. The happy tone that had been surrounding the table was suddenly far stiffer as I felt the twins and Yates go quiet, silencing any conversation.

      “Abby, Max,” I leveled, trying to keep that indifferent attitude up.

      “I never caught your boyfriend’s name, so I wanted to make sure we officially met,” she purred as Dermot’s hand tightened on my leg, almost making me jump.

      “I didn’t offer it.”

      Had I just said that? I tried to not show my surprise at my own words as Dermot literally chuckled next to me. Abby stared at me before her eyes traveled to King’s arm still around me.

      “Are you sure you two are dating?” she questioned.

      “Why the fuck do you care?” Yates voiced, causing Max to offer him a scowl.

      “Just curious,” Abby said, putting her hands up defensively.

      “You’re never just curious, Abby,” Sterling leveled.

      “Now come on,” Abby said, putting a hand on his shoulder, but Sterling rolled it back, detaching.

      “Do not touch me.” His voice turned colder than I’d ever heard it as Lincoln narrowed his gaze at Max, the entire space chilling. King seemed completely relaxed now next to me, his fingers still smoothing over my back.

      “You should go,” I told Abby.

      Abby finally let a sneer take over her face before she turned on her heel and stalked away. Max just offered me an amused smile and followed, as usual saying nothing but being an absolute creep. I breathed out and took a sip of my drink.

      “She’s annoying,” I pointed out.

      “I wouldn’t use such a nice descriptor,” Lincoln mused.

      “I preferred mine from earlier,” Dermot offered. I nudged him in the side, and he flashed a smile at me before looking at King. “She’s right though, King. Dahlia is my girlfriend.”

      King’s chuckle was legitimately amused as his fingers tightened on me, but Dermot didn’t remove his hand from my leg, either. “Is that right?”

      Looking between the two of them, I saw something pass that I wanted to question, but then I was distracted by the band starting up behind us. I turned, noticing how much more crowded the space had gotten.

      “Can we go sit closer to the fire?” I asked, knowing it would fill up if we didn’t.

      “Let’s go.” Yates hopped up, and I followed happily.

      On our way towards the bonfire, we made our rounds a bit, saying hello to some of our previous classmates. Everyone seemed in fairly good spirits and we didn’t linger, ignoring Abby and their usual group that of course consisted of the worst of the worst.

      Luckily, it didn’t seem the Brooks twins affected my boys all that much, and it gave me the strength to move past them as well, feeling proud of myself for standing up to Abby, even in just a small amount. I could hear the volume rise as the sun disappeared, letting me know that everyone in attendance would probably have a bit of a hangover tomorrow.

      After a while, we ended up finding ourselves sitting on a large blanket near the massive fire pit as I sipped on my second drink of the night, nearly finished with it. I didn’t make a huge habit of drinking unless it was celebratory, but I felt like tonight would very much count. Maybe it was the conversation with Stratton, or maybe it was how the boys were acting and consistently touching me, but something about tonight felt different. I just wasn’t positive if that difference was good or bad.

      I sat with my legs tucked underneath me, Sterling and Lincoln relaxed on either side of me in a yummy, delicious twin sandwich. My eyes widened at that thought. Well, now… now all I was thinking about was being between them in a different sense. As if you had never thought about that before.

      “What are you thinking about, sugar?” Sterling’s voice against my ear had me biting my lip as I turned my head, my nose almost brushing his as my breath caught.

      “Who said I’m thinking?” I nearly blurted out in response to his teasing question. “I don’t think.”

      Wow. I was so smooth.

      Sterling let out a soft hum in amusement, gripping my chin lightly as he searched my expression. “Dahlia, I know exactly what you look like when you’re overthinking, and more so when you’re thinking about shit that’s going to get you in trouble.”

      “What type of trouble?” I asked curiously as Sterling released my chin, smirking.

      “Linc, any interest in explaining the type of trouble she’s asking for?” he drew out lazily as a chuckle sounded from right behind me. I tilted up my head, finding Lincoln comfortably lounged so that my back was practically against his chest. This was a bad place to be, between them.

      “I think she knows,” Lincoln mused, his fingers running over my neck and jaw as my pulse and breath hitched.

      I really didn’t know, but I wanted to.

      “Linc,” Yates’s voice snapped. I moved my gaze over to where he was pinning the man behind me with a look I didn’t fully understand. King and Yates had been playing a game of catch with some of the guys from our graduating class, who were all watching the twins and I. Oh. Oh snap, we were sort of making a scene, weren’t we?

      I shrunk down on myself, blushing as King barked something out at the guys, everyone looking away. I swallowed nervously and focused on Dermot, who laid out on a blanket in front of us, his gaze moving from the fire to my expression.

      “Dahlia.” Lincoln kissed my shoulder, his voice concerned. I looked back at him, feeling awkward even though nothing had even happened.

      “Why don’t you grab another beer,” Sterling suggested, offering his brother a quick glance before returning his gaze to mine. “Sugar, you want another drink?”

      “Sure.” I nodded as Lincoln examined my expression for another moment before he sighed, standing up and taking my drink. Nibbling my lip, I looked back over to Sterling, his eyes on the game of catch still going on as his long fingers gently massaged my scalp. Honestly, it felt really good, because my head was still sore from the incident with Abby… I just had to avoid wincing when he hit a particularly tender spot so that he didn’t realize I was slightly in pain. It wouldn’t be any good if he caught onto that. I’d already had to cover up the nail imprint she’d left on my neck. I didn’t need to stress them out with that mess.

      Dermot began to hum along with the music as a woman walking past caught my attention, noticing the bright orange drink she was carrying that had a pineapple sticking out of it. I snapped my head around to see that Linc had yet to make it to the bar.

      I jumped up and followed after, deciding to change my drink order. The space quieted slightly as I walked towards the lake. My smile grew, wondering if I could sneak up on Lincoln or not… but before I could do that, I was intercepted by someone.

      My nose twitched, instantly overwhelmed by the saturation of overpowering cologne mixed with beer. I looked up from the polo-covered chest in front of me to a face that nearly had me rolling my eyes. Gregory.

      “Hey Greg.” I offered a small, tight smile, wishing that he would screw off. He was one of Max’s ‘friends,’ and this wasn’t the first time I had to deal with him appearing out of nowhere to bother me. Before the Brooks twins even moved here, the guy had always taken any opportunity to make me feel uncomfortable.

      At first I had thought it was just a terrible attempt at flirting, but then I realized the darker reason. Greg was the type of man that got satisfaction from intimidating women, and he was unfortunately good at it. He was a large man, and while I didn’t find him particularly attractive, he was handsome enough that he got away with pressuring women into a myriad of uncomfortable situations.

      I wasn’t fooled. I saw through his crap, but he still made me super uncomfortable. Unfortunately, I think he was just pissed that I continued to put him off, so his tone had gone from ‘flirting’ to ‘aggressive’ really fast over the past year or two.

      “Dahlia.” He drew out my name, chuckling as his dark eyes ran over my frame. I felt a cold chill roll down my spine as I crossed my arms, feeling suddenly very alone despite there being people around us. That was the effect his gaze had, that cold, cruel gaze that cut to my core and made me instinctively fear him a bit. Something that he no doubt got off on. His game was a dangerous one, and while I would have loved to tell him to screw off, that could land me in more trouble.

      Panic started seeping over my skin after everything that had happened the night before. I could not do this again.

      “I haven’t seen you since school let out,” he continued.

      That had been on purpose, for the record. I stepped back to clear the distance between us and shrugged. “I’ve been busy.”

      “Yeah, I heard,” he said, offering me a sneer. “Is that still going on?”

      “Is what still going on?” I asked softly, feeling tense about his answer.

      Although, I would take his dumb line of questioning over him bringing up last night. Greg was exactly the type of man to bring up sexual assault to a victim the day after it happened, even if just to catch them in a vulnerable moment.

      Greg tilted his head, offering me an indulgent and patronizing smile. “Are you still fucking them?”

      What?

      Oh. He meant the guys. Seriously? God, this guy did not know when to stop. There had always been rumors about us, but some boys at our school had found it a bit too interesting… almost fixated on the concept.

      “That is not your business,” I responded smoothly, unable to help the coolness that invaded my tone. He didn’t deserve an answer, let alone one about my sex life. Greg deserved nothing from me, and I was honestly very disappointed to realize that he was probably not leaving for school. No, I was almost positive he would be attending Silver Oak… which was just my luck.

      I was cut off by Lincoln suddenly appearing, rounding the annoying bastard and circling my waist with one hand, his beer and my drink in the other. I took it from him, clutching it against my chest, as I realized that Greg was holding two drinks as well. I frowned, noticing that there was a tension building, and I shivered slightly, seeing a change overcoming Lincoln that I’d never experienced before.

      I should have been scared, but instead I was excited.

      Seriously, I had some problems.

      Lincoln’s voice was darker and more threatening than I’d ever heard it before. “What the fuck did you just say to her?”

      Christ. I could see his temper literally bubbling close to the surface, threatening an explosion. Honestly, if you didn’t know Lincoln, his temper would be extremely surprising because he hid it so damn well. I could always tell when he was about to lose it, though, and we were getting very close to that… I just didn’t understand why. He had dealt with Greg before, but this felt different.

      “I was asking if she still fucks you,” Greg chuckled, his antagonistic tone filling with malice, “because if not, the guys and I would fucking love—”

      The man stopped mid-sentence, his eyes wide as silver dollars and his face drained of color completely. I didn’t need to turn to see who had joined us. I could feel him there. Honestly, I could usually tell if one of my guys was in the room—it was almost instinctual.

      “No, Greg, please continue.” King’s voice was filled with a cold, rather terrifying anger that made me tense in Linc’s arms. I had the urge to turn and look to my left, but he kept me against him, his body shaking with the effort to restrain his fury.

      Greg’s mouth opened like a fish, searching for words he clearly didn’t have.

      King stepped closer to him, easily dwarfing the large man. “Finish what you were going to fucking say.”

      A bit of fear, a lot of excitement, and honest awe filtered through me at seeing him like this. He looked furious, and honestly, I found it way too attractive. What did that say about me? There was something unhinged in his posture, and I momentarily wondered if he was going to hit Greg.

      I would love that.

      “Nothing,” Greg hissed. “I was saying nothing.”

      “Go. Now,” King demanded, his voice quiet and lethal. My gaze moved up to Lincoln, who was completely focused on me. That part didn’t surprise me. What did surprise me? The darkness there. For the first time in my life, I was a bit scared of these men. Not that they would hurt me, but this darkness was different than the anger from last night. This was different from hearing about it in passing. This felt more intense than anything I’d ever experienced before.

      It was also lighting up my entire body in a dangerous way I hadn’t expected.

      Greg was gone, my eyes following his retreating figure as I tightened my hold on the drink Lincoln had handed me. King stared at Greg for a moment before turning to look down at me. I felt my breath catch as his hand came up to cup my jaw before meeting Lincoln’s gaze over my head.

      “Princess, how about you and Lincoln head home.”

      I knew this wasn’t a suggestion in his mind.

      My finger tapped his nose in a small movement. “Only if the rest of you come with.”

      A small smile pressed onto his lips, but I could still see the dark, cold anger there, and I had a feeling there was only one person that was going to suffer because of it. I wanted my version of Kingston back. Not that I didn’t appreciate this side, but it did make me feel nervous. How the hell could he be two vastly different people at once?

      “We will be right behind you,” King promised. “I need to drive my parents’ car back anyway.”

      “Let’s go now then,” I said quietly, my pulse jumping because I had a bad feeling about them staying. I didn’t think anything would happen to them, per se, but I would much rather stay together.

      Somehow, that didn’t stop the sick thrill that ran through me as he pressed a kiss to my forehead and took off towards the others. I knew this had to do with Greg, and there was a part of me… a part of me that wanted to stay and watch.

      Had I officially lost it?

      I turned my attention to Lincoln’s tense frame as he began to gently usher me towards the golf cart, seemingly trying to distance ourselves from this place as fast as possible. I gripped the cart as he drove faster than normal, his large hand on my thigh in a firm hold. He had yet to say anything, making me worried, because if I knew Lincoln like I did, that meant the opposite of him calming down. This was probably why King had wanted me to get him out of here.

      The valet pulled up with our car, and Lincoln ushered me in as I asked quietly, “Lincoln, what is going on? What’s wrong?”

      I’d never seen him so upset. I had seen a lot of different sides to the man, but this was new, even to me.

      His jaw clenched as he shook his head, rounding the vehicle before getting into the driver’s seat. Starting up the car, he drove down the lane as I waited patiently for him to say something—anything—but instead, his anger seemed to grow. I found my own temperament spiking because I felt like I deserved somewhat of an explanation.

      “Linc?” I asked again, using his nickname.

      He didn’t say anything, his hands tightening on the steering wheel.

      “Lincoln Gates,” I growled, “what the hell is your problem right now?”

      That seemed to do it.

      His head snapped towards me as he slammed on the brakes, stopping in the middle of the road leading towards Wildberry Lane. I let out a small surprised sound as he unbuckled my seatbelt and then did something so unexpected that I found myself absolutely reeling.

      I didn’t even realize I’d been hauled across his lap, pressed between the steering wheel and his hard body, before his head dipped down and lips pressed against mine in a hard, firm kiss.

      To say I was shocked was the understatement of the century. I let out a soft almost moan as his tongue pressed against my mouth, demanding entrance. I hated my lack of experience, but he barely seemed to notice as I gripped his thick hair and eagerly kissed him back, unable to hide how much his touch affected me.

      A shiver of heat ran over my skin as his fingers gripped the back of my thighs, sliding up to my ass as he tugged me more flush against him, the feeling of his hot, rough skin against my own making my body go slack.

      I opened up to him completely as he continued to kiss me, my body melting in relief at how amazing it felt to touch him like this. Like I’d always imagined. Letting out a soft moan, I shifted on his lap, my center growing wet at how hard I could feel he was. Lord. Sterling and him kissed completely differently, but both of them seemed really, insanely big… which brought back the twin sandwich concept.

      A rumble broke from his chest, making my pulse speed up as he finally pulled away. A whimper of confusion escaped my throat at how sexy he looked, his eyes wild and hair messy. I watched him in shock as he easily shifted the car into drive, wrapping an arm around my waist and kissing my shoulder gently. Unlike me, his mood seemed to be considerably more settled. I felt confused as all get-out and just watched him from where I still sat in his lap, until we were pulling up to Dermot’s house.

      “What the heck was that?” I finally demanded, my face feeling flushed.

      “You didn’t seem to mind.” His smile was cocky, and I felt my center tightening, wanting more of his touch. I wanted far more than a kiss.

      “This isn’t about me minding.” I swallowed, feeling my panic jump. “I am so confused. You just kissed the hell out of me, and you haven’t even told me why you are so freakin’ worked up right now—”

      “Please, don’t,” he warned.

      “Please don’t what?” I pulled back as he parked in the driveway.

      He met my gaze, his hands sliding onto my thighs again as his face flashed with anger. “Why am I angry, Dahlia? I’m f-furious because of Greg.” His voice caught on his stutter as I realized just how agitated he really was.

      “He was being a jerk! Like always. This is nothing new—”

      “Did you see what he had in his hand?” Lincoln demanded, his hand smoothing over my neck as he seemed to decide something.

      “What?” I frowned. “A drink?” To be fair, I’d had a few, so my memory was sketchy.

      “Yes, one for you,” he snarled.

      Okay… so…

      “I would never accept a drink from him. I don’t get why this is a big deal.”

      “Greg sells roofies,” Lincoln drew out slowly. “Sells a lot of different shit, but mainly that.”

      Okay, I was starting to understand the anger now.

      “I would have never accepted a drink from him,” I reiterated. Lincoln shook his head, tugging me further against him, his forehead pressing to my own. I could feel his temperament surging, but I wasn’t scared despite how close we were right now. That toxic excitement flared again.

      “It. Doesn’t. Matter.”

      “That I wouldn’t drink it?” I offered him an incredulous expression.

      “He should have never even f-fucking thought about doing that!” he snarled, trying to calm himself and failing terribly.

      “Okay,” I drew out, frowning. “Well, let’s not talk about Greg. How about let’s talk about when you—”

      My thoughts went fuzzy as Lincoln’s lips melded to mine, making me let out a soft moan as my fingers dug into his shirt. I pressed against him fully, loving the way he gripped me almost possessively. His hand came up to the back of my neck so that he could kiss me exactly like he wanted, making everything inside of me explode with heat. Holy moly. Who knew the Gates twins could be so goddamn dominant?

      I loved it.

      Maybe if I kept asking him questions he would keep kissing me.

      “Nothing to talk about.” He pulled away, flashing me a smile. “Yet.”

      “Yet?” I asked as he opened the car door, turning off the vehicle and lifting me out of his lap.

      “Want to watch a movie till the others get back?” His change of direction gave me whiplash as I nodded. Maybe I was losing it. Did I need to tell him I’d also kissed his brother today? Oh crap, he already knew… and he kissed me anyway? A woman could get used to this… which was exactly the problem.

      “Why Dermot’s house?” I asked curiously as he led me through the elegant garden out front, my chest warming. I’d always loved this house. It had massive rooms for styling, and there were always a million ideas running through my head on how to change it.

      “I like it better,” he admitted. “Plus, don’t you love this house?”

      “You know I do.” I offered a small smile.

      “We do know,” he mused, making me arch a brow. We?

      Shaking my head, I momentarily gave into the craziness, figuring I wasn’t about to get the answer to the only question that wasn’t going to go away. What the hell was going on here?
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      I could still taste her on my lips nearly two hours later, and I found myself hoping that her sweet taste never disappeared. Unfortunately, that wasn’t likely, so I would just have to continue to steal kisses from her. My arm was wrapped around her waist, and I stared a bit obsessively at her relaxed expression as her soft body pressed against mine in sleep.

      She fit perfectly against me, like she was meant to. Because she was. She was made for me, without a doubt in my goddamn mind.

      The house was silent, the television volume down as I watched the light reflect against her stunning tan skin. I hadn’t been lying to her—I did prefer this house over our own, but not because it was anything special right now. It was far more about what it could be for the group of us. I brought my lips down to press against her cheekbone as she mumbled something in her sleep, smiling softly as she stretched against me and fell back into a peaceful slumber. My eyes traveled down her sexy form, a blanket covering both of us from the waist down, but leaving her little halter top to my complete appraisal.

      I let out a small groan, noticing that her nipples were slightly hard, pressing against her top and making me realize she wasn’t wearing a bra. How easy would it be to push her shirt up before biting and kissing her soft skin like I’d always imagined. I fucking knew her tits would be perfect, and it was a damn shame I’d never seen them.

      Although, there had been a few times this past summer by the pool that I’d cursed her tiny bikini, because fuck—it was less of a bikini and far more of the world’s cruelest tease.

      My fingers ran over her soft stomach as I felt shivers break out onto her skin, making my grin grow, unable to help the surge of pride and fascination at how her body reacted to mine, even in sleep. What would she do if I buried myself between her long legs so that I could devour every inch of her little pussy? I was hoping she would at least let me finish her before she hit me over the head for being an ass and practically attacking her.

      I tensed, thinking about how I suddenly hated the word. I did want to pin Dahlia down, but the word ‘attack’ instantly had me feeling furious at Ian. I couldn’t go there right now, though—not when she was in my arms. I tried to distract myself, because I was angry enough tonight, and that wouldn’t do any good.

      Instead, I looked around the large family room we were in. The bones of the brick colonial were massive, and a lot of the walls had been taken down throughout the years, expanding the visual size of each floor. I think there were four in total? Possibly five, including the basement. While that base work had been done, almost everything else needed to be updated so that Dahlia fell in love with it.

      I was actually really excited to get on with this part of the plan, and I had absolutely no doubt that with the help of an interior designer, Dahlia would be able to make this twelve thousand square foot estate comfortable and cozy. She filled every space with light and energy.

      Plus, she was going to be thrilled when she realized who King had hired for this project. Originally, when he had asked me to reach out to one of my mom’s contacts, I hadn’t fully understood why, but as usual, King was ten steps ahead of everyone, and we’d caught up pretty quickly. Now I’d managed to secure one of Dahlia’s favorite designers from an interior design show that she always watched.

      The woman had been absolutely thrilled, and while we had refused to be put on the show, I think the commission we were offering was more than enough to pad it. Honestly, Dahlia could decorate everything in neon pink, and as long as she loved it and it made her want to live here with us, I would be thrilled. My smile grew, wondering how the hell this conversation was eventually going to go down.

      The concept of leaving Wildberry Lane had never been one that was particularly appealing to any of us, so while this concept of living together had always been an idea that we wanted to pursue, it had been fairly stagnant until the previous owner of this estate had moved out. I shouldn’t have been surprised when King had brought it the next day. It had sat empty most of the summer, and for whatever reason, my brother and I hadn’t fully put it together that the purchase he was talking about was this property until he came back into town. To be fair, between practices and spending time with Dahlia, we had been more than a bit distracted.

      I had noticed her staring at it with curiosity often, probably wondering what the inside of it looked like now. A hunch that was only solidified tonight when she had walked the entire first floor with a wistful expression on her face before coming to cuddle. I knew that she was probably noticing all the subtle changes that had been made since we’d last visited in high school, but all too soon, none of the current design would matter.

      It was set to become a blank canvas for a home with our girl.

      Burying my nose against her throat, I let out a happy hum at that thought. Dahlia always smelled amazing, but right now she smelled especially sweet, her tan skin smelling faintly of coconuts from the lotion that she’d used tonight. I loved it. More than anything, though, I loved this stolen moment together, and I found myself wishing that this was more normal than not for us.

      Maybe it could be…

      I knew she would be confused about our kiss when she woke up and started to overthink it. I just needed to break her out of that mentality. Dahlia was far less confused about what was going on here than she gave herself credit for. The woman had kissed both Sterling and I today and had simply fallen into a pattern like it was normal, because it should be for us. She hadn’t found it weird when we had been essentially book end to her at the bonfire, and whether she realized it or not, she talked about our group as if it was already the established family that we were going to be in the future. So maybe this could become the new normal.

      I mean, cuddling on the couch wasn’t that odd, but this had a different edge to it.

      I craved to wake her up just so I could see her face flush like it had been all night. I loved when Dahlia blushed, and I loved how open she was with her emotions. There was such a realness to her reactions, and I didn’t want anything to taint that. It was why I hadn’t given her too much shit when I’d woken up to my brother practically pinning her down on the couch in her bedroom suite. In fact, if anything, I’d been jealous.

      Jealous that he’d kissed her first.

      Now that I had kissed her, though—really kissed her—I couldn’t even blame him for acting like a possessive weirdo all night. It was enough to make a man want to lock her up in a room just so that no one else got to see her like that. To hear those soft little noises she made when you gripped her body and dominated her mouth.

      Swallowing down my emotions, I ran my fingers against her elegant throat, realizing that I was so deep in that it was possibly dangerous to everyone around me. Dahlia brought forth urges in me that I hadn’t even realized existed. Ones that told me to hide her away from the rest of the world because I was selfish. Really fucking selfish. She was ours, and that had become clear a long time ago.

      We just needed to tell her.

      Kingston was going to be furious when he found out I’d also kissed her. Well, not furious, but frustrated. He couldn’t talk, though—Kingston always made fucking decisions without us, and while usually they made sense in the long run, sometimes it was because he was an impatient fucker. So now he could deal. Dahlia had kissed both my brother and I… really fucking eagerly. I couldn’t regret it, and I would probably continue to do it. We would just have to deal with adjusting our timeline on telling her.

      One that we hadn’t even worked out. I think we were all so freaked out at the idea of fucking up this careful balance that we had just done nothing. Until today. It didn’t surprise me that my brother had kissed her, because how could you not when Dahlia was laid out against you on a couch? My eyes flickered down to my case in point. But I’d been so goddamn worked up at the prospect of what could have happened with Gregory that I hadn’t been in full control of my reactions. My body had jumped ahead of my common sense, and before I knew it, I was devouring her soft lips as she kissed me back like it was the most natural thing in the entire goddamn world. Like we’d been doing it forever.

      I had imagined kissing Dahlia again a million times in my head, not the sweet kiss from when we were younger, but one where I finally kissed her like I wanted. And now that I’d kissed her again, exactly how I wanted, I realized that my fantasies were absolutely nothing compared to the reality of it.

      I should have been scared about my emotional spectrum regarding Dahlia, because it was like nothing I’d ever felt before. Her frame shifted against me as if sensing my tension as I tried to relax, just thrilled to have her here in my arms. It had been a smart idea for King to send me back here, because I’d almost lost it. This wasn’t about Dahlia not being around when he beat the ever living fuck out of Greg and made it clear that he shouldn’t ever breathe her name. No, this was about me getting out of there before I did something to land myself in legal trouble. We were dealing with enough of that this weekend.

      My jaw clenched as images of what I’d like to do to Greg, how I wanted to make him suffer, flashed across my brain. I knew that there was a part of me that was broken, and there was no damn reason for it. I’d grown up normally, with a loving family. So why the fuck did I have such an insane sense of bloodlust? Honestly, I think maybe King was the only one who knew the true extent of it, because it was something I carried so tight to my chest that even my own twin hadn’t caught on yet.

      Then again, King and I had been through a lot together.

      Yates, Sterling, and hell, even Stratton had lines they wouldn’t cross. Mind you, not many, as in seriously very few… but I didn’t really have those same hang-ups. I took pleasure in watching someone like Greg become terrified, and I had to admit, I was a bit jealous I wasn’t there right now, watching him lose consciousness.

      Not that I would trade holding Dahlia for any amount of violence… but it was something I’d find enjoyable. It was probably better that Sterling was there, because he would attempt to convince King that we had to keep the bastard alive. We couldn’t kill two people in one weekend—that was excessive, even for us.

      I also didn’t trust myself to stick to that if I was actually around Gregory. His words to Dahlia infuriated me, but not nearly as much as the concept that he would suggest she could be with anyone but us.

      I would probably end up leaving quite the mess if I was involved.

      My eyes darted down to my phone, wondering when we were going to get another call, one related to someone that unfortunately wasn’t getting the same pleasure of just a beat down. No, the other bastard was going to die, and if I had to assume, we’d be getting that call sooner rather than later. I just wish we had been able to do it ourselves.

      Although, as Mr. Carter had repeatedly told us, if he wasn’t out of the country, we would be the main suspects if he ‘happened’ to be hurt.

      Well, it was good he would be firmly back in Scotland before that happened, then. Trying to calm the fury I could feel building, I entertained myself with the first time I’d ever felt like this. Ever felt enraged at the concept of Dahlia being anyone but our girl. Even when we were younger, the idea seemed foreign and unnatural.

      

      “Dahlia?” I called out my friend’s name, pushing into the private study room in our high school library, the last afternoon period leaving the space essentially deserted. I frowned, realizing that the space was empty, her backpack and books abandoned on the table. Putting down my backpack, I checked my phone, noticing that I had no messages from her. A bit of concern hit my chest as I stepped back out of the room. Where was she?

      I knew she needed to work on shit, and I wish I could tell you I was here to be productive, but honestly, it was really just to hang out with her. I’d been assigned an insane amount of work today in my advanced classes, and I needed these next forty-five minutes to detox before we went home for the day.

      Suddenly, I heard her familiar laughter ring out from nearby as an uneasy feeling ran through me. Walking down the hall, I came to the glass door of the study room next to ours and felt a low, annoyed grumble break through my throat before opening the sliding door and drawing both their attention. Yeah, this wasn’t going to fucking happen.

      A wave of jealousy and possessiveness that had no right to exist at fifteen crashed into me. Dahlia looked up from where she sat at the study table, talking to Finn, her smile lighting up the entire goddamn space. What the hell was he doing talking to her, and why were they alone in a study room? I tried to shake the red haze as both looked over at me, my emotions doing an unbalanced dance.

      “Dahlia.” I offered a small smile as her gaze brightened on me. She stood up and immediately waltzed over, wrapping her arms around my center as I pressed a kiss to her forehead, narrowing my eyes over her head at Finn. He scowled as I looked down at her, her voice lightly talking about the assignment they’d been given in class today and how complicated it was. Honestly, it only made me feel moderately better that there was an academic reason that she had for her interaction.

      Couldn’t we just hire a private tutor for the group of us?

      “Want me to help you out with it?” I asked her, gently twirling a piece of her hair around my finger, the wavy texture messy from being in school all day. She always fidgeted with her hair, so it usually looked a bit wild by this time of day.

      “I would love that,” she said, smiling. “Then when we get home we can work on that project.”

      “Let’s go.” I nodded, and Dahlia turned towards Finn, bidding him a goodbye as I offered a smug smile, letting the door shut as I led her back towards our room.

      For the next forty-five minutes, I was more than happy to focus on her assignment, because I’d rather work all day, every day on homework with her than ever have her be alone with Finn. He could fuck off. Plus, I did want to focus on the project I’d promised her. I felt like building her a computer to hold all of her pictures was a pretty good show of my friendship and better than whatever that bastard could work up.

      

      Following that incident, Finn didn’t fuck with Dahlia. But not everyone was as smart as Finn—some people, like Greg, pushed the envelope until I snapped. Well, more specifically, King snapped, in this case. It actually surprised me that I had such a terrible temper, considering how good I was at compartmentalizing information. I was known for being rather clinical, except when it came to Dahlia. She seemed to be the exception to most things.

      Any other time I was usually rational, my head focused on computer codes, some site I was developing, or fucking with the stock market program I’d designed. It was my escape from the intense emotions and need that spiraled through me whenever Dahlia was close. I had to imagine, now that I’d kissed her, tasted her, that I would never fully be able to detach again. I would always be thinking of her lips on mine, and it was going to completely anchor me to this plane of existence with an emotional spectrum that was volatile to those around me. Dahlia had no need to worry, but everyone else? They should be a bit concerned.

      Letting out a frustrated sigh, my cock twitched at the idea of her being on top of me again, stradling my much larger frame and rocking back and forth on my cock. I was always so goddamn hard around her, and it had almost been amusing to see her realize that tonight. I could show her up close if she wanted. Hell, she could even fucking open that pretty mouth of hers—

      The door opened, pulling me from my thoughts as I sat up slightly, putting a finger to my lips in warning as Kingston rounded the corner into the family room. He pointed towards the kitchen, and I sat up, trying to not shift Dahlia. Yates and Sterling followed after King, and Dermot offered me a head nod, sliding against the floor in front of her as I let out a small yawn, wishing I didn’t have to get up.

      My smirk grew as I made a mental bet that Dermot took my spot by the time I got back. I wasn’t even that bitter about that, because I was eager as hell to know what they’d done to Greg.

      I had my suspicions on why Kingston was so comfortable with Dermot’s feelings for Dahlia. His very obvious feelings. Why he trusted him in the first place with the most important woman in the world to every single one of us. It was the same reason that I grouped him naturally as one of us, rather than someone like Finn.

      I had known Dermot for a few years now, after traveling overseas with Kingston, and since then we’d kept in touch. I knew he came from a fucked-up family life. Far worse than he even liked admitting to, considering his father was an emotionally abusive prick. Still, Dermot had turned out to be a good guy, which was why I trusted him.

      Everything about his actions was authentic, and while I had no idea how Dahlia felt about him, I was comfortable with him around her. It helped that his reasoning for why he came here and his unwavering loyalty to Kingston spoke to that quality about him. I couldn’t have predicted how he had felt about Dahlia, or her reaction to him, but I would bet my ass King had guessed. It wasn’t any secret that obsessive tendencies ran rampant in the Ross family.

      Which was another reason why everything going on with Dahlia was bothering Kingston so much. He hated not understanding shit about her, and unfortunately, I had a feeling that there was something much larger going on here than we had initially assumed. I didn’t think that this was just a case of her having been bullied online. I think it was far more serious, and it terrified me the way that she sometimes looked so haunted and exhausted. I didn’t like how delicate she seemed, not even just emotionally, but physically. It made me want to wrap her up in protective bubble wrap, forever. I knew that wasn’t a healthy mindset, but ask me if I gave a fuck.

      None of us did, really. If it kept Dahlia safe, it was good in my book. I was prepared to run on instinct, and if that meant trusting Dermot, I was as cool with it as I was with putting a tracker on her. Something I was slowly convincing my twin of.

      “Holy shit,” I chuckled as my brother turned on the kitchen lights, the other two already spread throughout the massive room. I couldn’t help but smile at Yates’s shirt, which was covered in blood, or the fact that King’s hair was dripping with blood that ran onto his face, both of them looking completely unaffected by the nature of the situation, making me wonder what would have happened if they’d gotten pulled over like this.

      I would have paid to see that shit.

      I looked over my brother, surprised he didn’t have blood on him too. He offered me an amused smile, clearly knowing where my thoughts had gone. I was smiling as well, but more because I knew fucking Greg suffered. I also knew that this had gone a long way to work out the frustration from what had happened with Ian, since we hadn’t been able to take direct action at that.

      “Do we need to dispose of anything?” I mused curiously. Anyone, not anything.

      I grabbed four glasses settled next to a bottle of whiskey on the counter, then poured and slid one across the counter for each of them while awaiting their answer. I wasn’t opposed to having to go out tonight—we would just have to make sure we got her back into her house without waking her up. She would have way too many questions if she saw them now.

      It was possible that they even had the body out in the car. Not the smartest idea, but also not impossible to handle. I mean, if we were being honest, with the information we had on everyone, they couldn’t do shit about us killing Greg even if they knew it was us.

      My lips pressed up, loving how goddamn terrified the people in this town were of us.

      “Unfortunately not.” My twin sighed, looking slightly disappointed. That made me happy. I wondered briefly who’d pulled King back, in that case. Maybe Dermot? Interesting.

      “I broke his nose,” Yates announced, shrugging easily. “I thought it was a pretty generous punishment for being a creep all these years.”

      That was accurate.

      “King?” I asked.

      The look he offered me was somewhat blank of emotion while he used a paper towel to wipe some blood from his face. See, this was the side of Kingston that worried me a bit. His normal emotions were predictable—hell, even his temper didn’t worry me. This though? This complete shutdown of emotions was concerning.

      I mean, it was a bit hypocritical of me, but there was a bit of a difference between us. I wouldn’t be upset about being covered in blood—I would be relishing in it. That made sense to me. King just appeared to feel… nothing. I might even believe that he didn’t have the capacity to do so if he didn’t keep looking at the doorway towards the family room, a bit of caution in his gaze.

      There was one thing he was worried about, and that was Dahlia realizing the extent of his darkness. I didn’t have as much of an issue with that notion. I knew she wouldn’t mind it nearly as much as he assumed. In fact, I was almost positive our beautiful girl had gotten turned on while trapped in my arms as King threatened Greg.

      If that was true… well, we were fucked. If Dahlia found our darkness attractive, not just dealt with it but was turned on by it? She was goddamn stuck for life. As if she had a choice before. My lips pressed into a curious smile, wondering how she felt about other shades of that same darkness.

      Where was the line with her? I wanted to explore that.

      Wanted to explore how she felt about pain with her pleasure.

      “He won’t be using his right arm any time soon, and probably has some level of internal bleeding, but that’s undetermined,” he explained quietly. “We did drop him off at a hospital, so he most likely won’t die. Unfortunately. How is she?”

      It didn’t surprise me that he’d redirected the conversation right back to her. I knew he cared far more about that than anything having to do with Greg. I mean, fuck—I’d just watched an hour worth of some home improvement re-run because Dahlia had found it relaxing. I would probably sit and watch anything if it meant holding her like that.

      Taking a sip of my drink, I thought about the best way to explain what had happened tonight. I did worry King would assume I’d further fucked up the plan, but then again, I wasn’t alone in this… I could totally bust my brother for doing the same. Yeah, this was going to be funny as fuck. Plus, honestly, I wasn’t very concerned, because while she would be confused, the woman was far better at ‘rolling with the punches’ than King gave her credit for. I was going to keep touching her, and if I knew my brother, nothing King said would stop him either.

      “I may have lost my cool a bit with the Greg thing earlier,” I admitted, then took another sip. “I kissed her on the way home.”

      My words hung in the air before my brother broke the silence with a loud chuckle, my lips pulling into a smile as I shrugged at King and Yates, both looking shocked.

      It had happened, and there wasn’t shit I could do about it. Nor would I want to.

      Yates scoffed, shaking his head as King blinked before his expression turned surprised. “You fucking kissed her?”

      I really didn’t think the concept was all that confusing.

      “Yeah.” I nodded, putting my hand in my pocket. “She kept asking me what was wrong, and I wasn’t able to explain without essentially expressing my murderous rage, so I hauled her little ass over onto my lap and kissed the hell out of her.”

      “Christ.” King drew his hand down his face, chuckling slightly. I looked at my brother, who offered me a smug grin as I realized the fucker wasn’t planning to say anything.

      “King? Sterling?” I stilled as Dahlia’s voice sounded through the house. “Yates? Why are all of you in here… oh my god, why the heck are you two covered in blood?!”
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      Trying to clear the sleep from my eyes, I blinked and ran a hand over my face, frowning as I tried to focus on the scene in front of me with more clarity. Although, the more I looked, the more confused I became.

      Lincoln’s suspiciously innocent expression turned heated as my gaze dropped to his lips, where he brought a dark glass to his mouth. I looked towards his brother, trying to ignore the heat that surged through me as he watched me with an amused smirk. His head tilted curiously while examining my expression, probably wondering how I was going to react to all of this.

      To be fair, I wasn’t even positive on how I wanted to react yet… maybe I was still sleeping? I suppose that was always a possibility in these situations, right?

      Kingston stood in front of me, drawing my attention because of the way his hand hung frozen against his jaw, blood dripping from his hair onto the white surface of the paper towel. His normally spring green eyes were so dark they almost looked black, and they were filled with a coldness that despite not being directed towards me had a chill rolling over my skin. I fought the sudden urge to hug him, because I wasn’t positive how he would react to one right now.

      Well, that wasn’t true—it was King. He would let me hug him, right? Maybe I’d wait until he no longer had blood on him…

      I finally looked over at Yates.

      His entire shirt was soaked in blood, absolutely drenched, and the tips of his blonde hair were shaded in crimson as he ran a hand through it, trying to get it off his face. It was a nervous gesture, but he didn’t look nervous. Rather the opposite. The scowl that he offered me almost made me laugh—as if he had a right to scowl at me! I wasn’t the one covered in blood, now was I?

      My brow furrowed, looking at King and then Yates again, mentally assuring myself that it wasn’t their blood on them and that they were in fact physically fine. I mean, mentally was up for debate, although if this didn’t prove how crazy I was about these men, I wasn’t sure what would…

      “No? No answer?” I asked curiously.

      Dermot’s sexy laugh sounded from behind me where he leaned in the door, gracing the space with his sexiness. I had wondered why he had woken me up, and now I was starting to think he wanted me to see this. To see them. Not in a bad way, just a sorta ‘time to deal with reality’ moment.

      I was dealing with it fairly well, and I couldn’t lie, there was a part of me that appreciated that about Dermot. He didn’t have the same shielding habits my boys had, the ones where they tried to protect me from everything, so instead he just exposed me to shit and waited for me to react. Yates did that as well, sometimes. Not that they weren’t protective, they just handled situations differently than the others.

      Especially Stratton—he was particularly bad for trying to keep me in the dark. Even in grade school, he had made a habit of it, so much so that King of all people had to talk to him about it. I mean, the man one time intercepted me picking up a test to check to make sure the grade was one I would be happy enough with so it didn’t upset me… I couldn’t lie, this was one of the many reasons I loved Stratton.

      I looked up at Dermot, smiling slightly at his grin as everyone shifted, seeming to jolt from their surprise at me finding them. I mean, if they had been trying to hide this, they really should have put in more of a concerted effort. Even if Dermot hadn’t woken me up, the boys had been talking rather loud.

      “It’s not how it looks?” Sterling attempted, swirling the dark liquid in his crystal tumbler as he winked at me. He looked way too sexy, and honestly, his little cocky smile was very distracting.

      “They fell down a set of stairs while fighting about something stupid?” Lincoln offered.

      “Right…” I drew out and then arched a brow. “I’m not really buying that, boys.”

      King let out a slight rumble, putting his paper towel down while fixing me with a look. “You aren’t screaming. Or freaking out.”

      “Should I be?” My eyes widened as I looked back to Yates to see his reaction. “I mean, I’m concerned. Also annoyed, because he’s offering me a look like this is somehow my fault that he’s covered in blood, which makes zero sense.”

      Yates tilted his head and offered me an incredulous look that my sleepy brain didn’t register at first. Then a snorted laugh broke from my lips before I could cover it, embarrassed I was moving so slow tonight. “Oh shit. Seriously?”

      It was, in fact, my fault. Well, sort of…

      Yates flashed a grin as I processed why exactly they were covered in blood, and yet I was still completely unperturbed. I looked up at King and saw indecision turn into resolve as he kept his gaze on me, his words sending a chill of pleasure over my skin.

      “It may have something to do with you, princess.”

      I looked at the four of them and then up at Dermot, his eyes lit up with amusement as if this was the funniest shit he’d seen all day. I blinked and wondered why I wasn’t more upset. I think there was something wrong with me… or my affection for them was greatly overpowering the reality of the situation. I mean, they were admitting to hurting Greg… or worse.

      I lowered my voice in a quiet whisper. “Wait, you didn’t kill him or anything, right?”

      I mean, I would have hoped they’d have burned their clothes or whatever you did in that situation to get rid of the evidence, but it was a valid question. Had they gotten rid of the body? Did I need to help them with the cleanup so they wouldn’t get in trouble? Honestly, I wasn’t very knowledgeable on the post-murder schedule, but maybe if my boys were into that type of thing I needed to do more research.

      There were documentaries out there about serial killers, I could start with that. Wait, they weren’t serial killers, Dahlia. At least I assumed so… I suppose I didn’t know. That was also on my to-do list of things to find out. I don’t think it would change my opinion on them, but I did like to be informed.

      I was clearly very tired right now. And possibly still a tad tipsy.

      “That’s your question?!” Yates demanded before chuckling. “Fucking Christ, bunny, you are something else.”

      I offered a scowl. “It’s a reasonable one! I don’t want all of you to go to jail or anything, especially for Greg. Although, now that I think about it, Yates, maybe you should go.”

      “You would miss me too much,” he countered, flashing me a dirty smile. I would.

      “This is why,” Lincoln pointed out to Sterling as the twins exchanged a smile and look of understanding. I was too distracted to ask what that meant, though, by Kingston’s intense stare that was fully focused down on me, so I brought my attention to the man smeared in blood. It wasn’t an unattractive look, honestly.

      That should concern me about myself.

      “You aren’t upset?” King’s voice was vulnerable, more so than I’d ever heard it before. It was quiet and cautious as well, as the others talked louder behind him. Honestly, it shocked me a bit and made me nervous to see him like this. Why was he worried? The emotional vulnerability pushed me, to be honest.

      “Am I upset that you beat the crap out of Greg? For being a jerk and trying to pull some creepy drug shit? Um no.” I shook my head, almost sneering at the thought of him. “His well-being is the least of my worries, currently.”

      Kingston broke into a smile as he suddenly tugged me forward, making me melt into his chest as the others began to talk far more openly. Mostly about how Greg squealed like a ‘little bitch,’ as Yates so politely described it.

      I wasn’t lying about what I’d said to King. The possibility—well, now confirmed reality—of their violent streak didn’t scare me. I had known their reputation for some time, and while I’d never seen it in action, it didn’t surprise me fully. I had no idea to what extent all of this stretched, but I knew without a doubt that they would never hurt me or our families.

      So honestly… it didn’t faze me, and I knew that was messed up and selfish. I mean, I trusted my boys. If there was a reason they felt the need to act like this, then there probably was. After all, these were the same guys that would cuddle with me during movies, entertain my fun holiday ideas, and take me to brunch super early in the morning just because I was craving pancakes.

      Sweet men with a violent streak. My favorite flavor of ice cream, apparently.

      Then again, I would take these men any way they came, from dark to psychotic. I just had never faced that reality until tonight. Now, more than ever, I felt guilty about not telling them what was going on with me. I knew they could handle it, clearly. But wasn’t there something to be said about handling it myself? Also, I knew they had more things to worry about—but I couldn’t lie, it was very tempting.

      My eyes ran over the twins as I considered blurting out that I’d kissed both of them. Then again, what if that made things awkward? Or the others didn’t care? Why did that bother me so much? Lincoln watched me with heat, but I didn’t see any jealousy or anger at the way I was curled against King’s chest. That was good.

      Confusing but good. Right?

      Did the kiss mean nothing to him, then? Was that what that meant? That didn’t feel right to me. I frowned slightly, feeling flustered with what had happened with both twins, and then overwhelmed for wanting it with the others. The only thing worse than having my guys not feel the same about me was having to choose between them, and that wasn’t something I was willing to face. I couldn’t ever do that, even if my life depended on it.

      My thoughts drifted from confused to exhausted as I closed my eyes and let out a small yawn. I couldn’t tell you how long we stayed in the kitchen as the five of them talked, but eventually everything went dark as I literally fell asleep on my feet, surrounded by my boys that were covered in blood.

      I loved everything about Wildberry Lane, including these shadowed corners.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          

      

    

    







            Dahlia Aldridge

          

        

      

    

    
      “Get some sleep, princess,” King’s voice brushed across my ears as my body was set down in my soft familiar bed. I clung to him, my arms firmly wrapped around his neck. As he finally detangled my grip, his chuckle was soft and sexy. When he kissed my forehead, I mumbled his name, hating that he was leaving me.

      I honestly couldn’t tell you if I was sleeping or awake when that happened. Instead, my consciousness drifted between the land of sleep and reality as I sorted through a series of dreams that were like sex dreams for my emotions. If that made sense. They were perfect fantasies.

      In one of them, I was on a yacht, except instead of being with just Yates, all of my boys had been there, even Stratton. Also, Dermot… but I wasn’t positive what to do with that. The dreams easily melded into each other, one after another, all peaceful and clearing my mind of anxiety as memories of past vacations shifted into possible future ones. If my future was what I could only dream of.

      Still, whether it was a reality or not didn’t matter to my mind and heart. I was just thrilled that I was finally able to sleep, solidly, for the first time in weeks. When I finally woke up, it felt like I was coming out of a heavy fog. My eyelids were almost sealed shut with sleep, and I was wrapped in a cocoon of cool-to-the-touch bedding. There was an honest part of me that was tempted to not get up, to stay in bed all day… until I remembered why my alarm was going off in the first place.

      I stuck a hand out, feeling around for my phone and turning off the wind chime sound. Muttering a curse, I stretched and my joints cracked, the early morning light penetrating what looked to be a somewhat rainy day. To be fair, we were in the middle of hurricane season, and while I wasn’t directly on the gulf coast, that did make for a lot more rain as the storms dissipated on their northern paths. Something I loved and hated equally. Loved because they were fun to watch, hated because the lack of sunshine usually meant I couldn’t be outside doing something entertaining with my day.

      Sunday morning.

      Don’t get me wrong, I was thrilled this weekend was nearly over, because let’s face it, it hadn’t been very kind to me… but man did it feel like it was over quickly. I sat up slowly, looking down at my outfit from the night before which was still on, looser and more wrinkled than before, stretched from my tossing and turning. No doubt my hair was a complete mess and my makeup smeared. I felt—and probably looked—just as rough. As much as I wanted the boys in my bed, I couldn’t deny that I was thrilled they weren’t seeing me like this.

      Not that they would want to be in my bed… well, except for the twins. And Stratton. You know, I really should just ask them how they felt—it would clear a lot of things up. I scowled at that. Yes, Dahlia, because not only will you probably screw that up by blurting out something awkward… but also potentially break your heart if you realize they either just view it as a physical thing or don’t see you like that at all.

      I always felt like I was starting and ending at base one with this issue.

      My eyes widened as I stripped the pillow that had been under my head, the soft cream material stained red from where my head had been pressed against King’s shirt. Crap. I had no good reason for explaining that, and I could practically smell the blood that was matted in my hair. Something that should have terrified me.

      Instead, I found it sort of sexy… like they’d bathed me in the blood of my enemies. Sorry, not sorry, but I found that attractive. However, that did lead me to the question of how I had gotten here… did King carry me back? I had to assume so, although based on the note next to my bed, I think it may have also been Yates.

      Stay in bed and sleep today, bunny. - Yates.

      So bossy.

      That was now one hundred percent the last thing I wanted to do. Honestly, the man should know me better than that by now… then again, he was smart enough to realize I would never miss a rugby match for the twins. As I went to go text him, I frowned, realizing my phone had just died, so I plugged it in, trying to remember the last time I’d charged it. I tried to use it as little as possible so I could be honest in saying I often forgot.

      Stumbling towards my bathroom, I scowled at the stunning room and bright sunlight that was filling the space. Shimmying out of my skirt and yanking off my halter top, I turned on the steam shower and let out a groan of relief as I stepped into the hot jets. My eyes closed as I tried to not dive down the mental rabbit hole of sorting through everything that had happened yesterday, from Abby threatening me to the boys nearly killing Greg. What a hot mess.

      Hopefully I could find a small break today. I just wanted to enjoy watching the twins play sexy rugby and maybe have a movie night later. Easy peasy.

      Despite everything going on, a weird sense of authentic happiness and excitement ran through me, which I knew largely had to do with my guys. Something seemed different, and not just the twins kissing me, although that had been amazing. My tongue darted out before I frowned, realizing that both Lincoln and Sterling’s tastes were gone from my lips… any chance I could get a kiss at the match? From both of them? Talk about drama.

      After a long, soothing shower, I wrapped myself in a fluffy towel and dried off completely before braiding my hair into two long french braids. I kept my makeup simple, only shading my eyebrows lightly and swiping lip gloss over my slightly chapped lips before going to get dressed. My eyes moved towards my scale momentarily before I fought off the urge to weigh myself, knowing that the alcohol I had last night would probably just psych me out and give me an inaccurate and panic-inducing weight. I refused to let today be about that.

      As I sorted through my clothing, the sound of rain started up, a light patter that had me looking at the gray skies. It didn’t look like it would storm, but I decided to pick a pair of leggings and an oversized heavyweight rugby jersey with the twins’ last name on it. The colors, a black and bright red, stood out against my flushed face and I slipped on a pair of dark red Hunter boots before making my way downstairs.

      I knew I was up far too early to head to the game, but I wasn’t surprised to find that my parents were absent from the house. They had probably gone to church this morning.

      They had never insisted that I go with them once I had gotten older, but I still felt a bit guilty about missing. I wasn’t a spiritual person, generally. I just did my best to be a good human and compassionate towards others. Honestly, I just didn’t feel like I knew enough to decide on one religion, so I had taken an interest in most of them.

      Outside of photography, it was actually one of my favorite things to learn about. World religions, and more specifically, the places they are practiced. What I wouldn’t give to go around the world, photographing famous religious buildings and monuments. I mean, could you imagine standing in Myanmar, staring up at the Laykyun Setkyar? Taking pictures of the intense detail and labor that went into creating such a massive depiction of Buddha? Or traveling to Rio de Janeiro and standing witness to the thirty-eight meter tall Christ the Redeemer? I knew not everyone had the opportunity to travel, and I craved to be the one to capture those outstanding moments so that everyone could experience that level of awe.

      I just had no idea where to start. Why would anyone choose to look at my photos? Hell, I wasn’t even positive that I could capture them correctly. I swallowed uncomfortably, feeling my sense of joy being strangled out by the notion of not being good enough. It was like a constant beat underneath my skin. One that I was really growing tired of.

      Humming to myself, I made a cup of coffee before stepping out onto the porch to look over Wildberry Lane, the silence of Sunday seeming to coat the entire place in a hazy sleepiness.

      Some weekend mornings, I would find the twins playing basketball in their driveway, but today it was silent, making me wonder if they had an early morning warm-up practice before the match. Instead of going to grab my phone or Kindle, I sat down on the porch and took a moment to just relax. I didn’t get very many quiet moments, and while I would prefer them to be filled with my boys, there was something nice about just taking a moment like this to breathe.

      Except, as I slowly drained my coffee and the lights flickered on in my brain, I found myself overthinking what had happened this weekend. What would the others think if they found out I’d kissed the twins? Or how Stratton had admitted to being attracted to me? I let out a slow exhale as I tried to shake the feeling of being overwhelmed.

      My lip dipped slightly, wondering if I was more invested in all of this compared to them. It wasn’t like Lincoln or Sterling had confessed an inkling of emotion towards me, not the kind I had for them. So for all I knew, maybe they were just wanting to get laid, and while that sounded appealing, I just didn’t think I could do that and walk away without a broken heart. I had never imagined losing my V-card to a specific one of the guys, more like all of them… but it had always been with one of them.

      My throat tightened, wondering who they had slept with. There was no way men like them were virgins—I mean, they were freaking stunning. That just didn’t make sense. All too soon, as I was finishing my cup of coffee, my parents’ sleek BMW pulled into our driveway and parked out front. I steeled my emotions, not wanting them to see that I was somewhat upset by my train of thought. Plus, while I had never told my mom directly, I had a feeling that she was well aware of my feelings regarding the guys.

      I mean… I wasn’t exactly fantastic at keeping my emotions under wraps. I had absolutely no idea what I would do if she ever confronted me about them, though.

      Standing up, I arched a brow as my father began to unload a ton of bags from the car and bring them towards the dry porch. Clearly they hadn’t been at church. My mom offered me a winning smile as I asked, “Where the heck did you guys go?”

      “Shopping for our trip,” she sang and I laughed, my dad offering me that look. The one that had me realizing that not only were these bags filled with new things that had nothing to do with their couples trip, but that there were more on the way. I knew my father could have had it all shipped and white glove delivered, so I found it sweet he still wanted to carry stuff for my mom.

      She was totally using this trip as an excuse to change out her wardrobe for the season. Not that she needed a reason! My dad would hand her diamonds on a plate every single day if that’s what she wanted. Honestly, their relationship was pretty adorable. Unfortunately, it made me a bit bummed out, considering the internal thoughts that had been plaguing me all morning.

      “Honey,” my mom said when coming back outside after dropping her purse. “Can you do me a huge favor? Can you run to the grocery store and grab me some of the ingredients to make lemon blueberry pound cake? I forgot to grab them earlier this week, and the Gateses are coming over for dinner. Trinity and I are going to plan some fun excursions for Naples.”

      And drink wine. Lots of wine.

      Honestly, I found it hilarious that while they could have hired a travel agent, they decided to do it on their own because they found it ‘fun’ rather than stressful.

      “Sure.” I let out a yawn, carrying my cup inside. My mom rarely asked me to do stuff, plus I could pick up something to drink for while I was sitting at the game in a few hours. Maybe hot chocolate? It wasn’t cold, but it was rainy. I felt like that could work.

      I grabbed my purse before making my way towards the car, not needing a list because this was literally one of my mom’s signature recipes. She also almost always forgot to pick up the ingredients while grocery shopping. Seriously, my dad had to run out almost weekly. As I slipped into my car, I frowned, realizing I’d left my phone upstairs but decided that I probably didn’t need it.

      I mean, who was going to text me? Anyone important knew where I lived.

      Maybe I needed to get a new phone. I had considered that, but after everything that had happened, I was hesitant to do so because I felt like it would be pretty obvious that something was still going on. So I continued to hold off and hoped that a message wouldn’t come in at an inconvenient time. I also just left my phone dead a lot, which was great in the moment… until I turned it on and had to deal with multiple messages flooding in.

      The drive to the store was relatively short and peaceful, the classical music playing lightly in the background causing my anxiety to drain slightly. I parked, my smile growing as I realized Stratton’s dark vintage Porsche sat there, as if waiting for me to pull up right next to it. What was he doing here? I may have sped up just a bit getting out of the car because I wanted to see him… but I would never admit that.

      While making my way through the store, grabbing the ingredients for my mom along with some hot chocolate packets, I checked each aisle, wanting to make sure I hadn’t missed him. I mean, it was possible Lori was here instead, but that was extremely unlikely.

      “Stratton,” a masculine voice said in greeting from an aisle over, making me pause. “I heard you didn’t show at the fight last night.”

      “Something came up.” Stratton’s voice was harder and more tense than I’d ever heard it. I frowned, not understanding what was going on or who had approached him.

      “Was it that little girlfriend of yours everyone is talking about?” the man goaded as a second voice laughed, the tension thickening in the air.

      Girlfriend? My heart ached as I squeezed the basket I was carrying, hoping that Stratton had been honest yesterday. I mean, he wouldn’t lie about something like that, right? About another woman? Not that there was a place to be ‘another’ since I wasn’t the ‘first’ or ‘main’ in any way. You know what? I couldn’t do this mental and emotional gymnastics right now.

      I hoped there was no other girl Stratton was interested in. There. Simple.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Stratton’s voice almost sounded lazy and indifferent, but I knew him well enough to hear the anger there.

      “What’s her name again? Dahlia?” the other man asked. “Yeah, we heard all about her—”

      “Dahlia is not my girlfriend,” Stratton said, his voice firm and harsh. At that moment, I was glad that I was hidden, because his words, despite being true, had my chest feeling tight as I blinked away any possible emotion. I knew I needed to listen to what was going on in this moment, that it was important, even if my heart was breaking.

      “Nah, I heard you two are together all the time,” the first man chuckled. “But hey man, I get it. No one is asking you to label the pussy you’re getting.”

      I winced at the way he phrased that as I waited for Stratton’s response, the tension high and making me want to see his expression so badly. When he did speak, though, I was glad I couldn’t see his eyes, because I had no doubt they were dark and cold.

      “Dahlia is not my girlfriend. We just live in the same community. She hung around me all summer like a lost puppy, so I took pity on her whenever I was bored. That’s all.”

      Oh. Okay, then.

      My fingers tangled in my hair, or tried to, only to realize that I had put it in braids, so my nervous habit was impossible. I didn’t want to believe that he had just said what he did, but when the two other men began talking about other women, seeming to believe him, the reality of his words hit me. And they hit deep. Sliced deep. I could feel them burying themselves deep in my sternum. Before I could stop it, tears streamed down my face, but I brushed them away and inhaled sharply.

      Why was I crying?

      I was not going to cry about Stratton or let him find me like this.

      I would think about this when I got home. I needed to get out of here. Now.

      Walking towards the register, I managed to keep myself together throughout the entire checkout process, his words ringing in my ears. A lost puppy? Seriously? As I finished up my purchase, I took the receipt from the clerk and looked up to find Stratton’s gaze fixed on mine in surprise from two stalls down. I saw the realization transform from shock to something that looked almost like anger, probably at what he saw on my face, before my eyes began to water.

      I was walking out of the store, head down, bags in hand, trying to get into the car as fast as possible. I couldn’t deal with him. Not yet.

      Fuck Stratton Lee.

      “Dahlia!” Stratton’s voice was rough as I ducked into my car, his purchases abandoned as I zoomed from the parking lot. I looked away, not caring about his crumbled expression, because I refused to feel guilty about being upset at what he said.

      God. Had he really said that? A lost puppy?

      I was not that! Right? I wasn’t like that, that needy and clingy… at least I didn’t try to be. My heart squeezed as pain sharpened the blow, making me realize that I really was possibly in deep with my emotions for Stratton and had been for a bit. I loved all of my men, whether I could admit it to them or not, but I knew most of them would never say something like that, even if we just stayed friends. I just didn’t get it.

      Stratton may have been distant, but never mean. Why had he said that? Did he mean it? Was I that clingy? That much of a bother? Betrayal and humiliation washed over me as I drove through the gates and pulled up in front of my house. Without thinking, I quickly hopped out and called out to my mom that I left the bags in the kitchen.

      I needed to get out of here before he got home. Before my parents or my guys could ask what was wrong. Shit. I guess I was going to the twins’ match alone… unless. My gaze moved over to Dermot’s house as I took a chance and jogged across the street, needing to be around someone that wouldn’t ask a million and one questions.

      Before I could even knock, the front door was opening, and my eyes widened at Dermot standing shirtless in just jeans, clearly intent on going to grab… mail, maybe? Like that? Holy Christ. I blinked, but when I heard the community gate open, I ushered him back into the house without a word and shut the door, going up on my toes to see Stratton’s car pull in.

      It was only then that I realized my hand was on Dermot’s bare chest as I looked away from the door and up at the sexy, somewhat sleepy man.

      “I need to go to the twins’ match and I have to avoid Stratton,” I blurted out. “Help?”

      Dermot examined my face before he broke into a smile, putting up a finger to signal for me to wait before jogging upstairs. I watched Stratton through the door as I heard the floorboards shift, letting me know Dermot was getting ready. I cringed as Stratton stood in his driveway looking towards my house, then scowled when he decided to walk back inside his own. Don’t get me wrong… I wasn’t there, but it still made me angry.

      Angry was good.

      “Out of curiosity—and not that you need a reason, lass—but what are you angry about?” Dermot’s voice had me turning sharply to find the man standing in my space, looking far more awake—and unfortunately, more clothed—than before. Had I said that out loud? Crap.

      “Later,” I huffed and tightened my grip on my purse. “Let’s get to this match first.”

      I found myself loving Dermot all the more as he intertwined our fingers, surprising me a bit, and leading me towards his garage. Honestly, I knew King or Yates would have had far too many questions, so this?

      This was exactly what I needed.

      At this moment, Dermot was exactly what I needed.
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      It was official. Dermot Ross was quickly becoming my favorite person in the world. Well, at least one of them. My fingers curled around my peppermint mocha happily as I wondered how the man had known this was exactly the little ‘pick me up’ I’d needed before I could focus on anything besides Stratton. To get my mind away from far more negative places. Seriously, I hadn’t even brought up wanting hot chocolate, and he had pulled into a local coffee shop on our way towards the match.

      Maybe it was that evident in my expression that I was in a rough place, one that I still wasn’t fully ready to dissect or focus on, and to his credit, Dermot hadn’t asked again. I knew he would want an answer, but I didn’t really know what to tell him. I felt like I needed to confront Stratton before admitting to anyone what he said and how it had affected me.

      Because you don’t want to know if anyone agrees with him.

      Unfortunately, accurate. I was in no way ready to talk to Stratton right now, though. The idea of it made me sick to my stomach, and I was wondering just how long I could avoid him. Avoid him and the truth of our relationship that had been so clearly laid out for me.

      Stratton wanted nothing to do with me.

      Inhaling and exhaling slowly, I looked around the misty rugby pitch, the rain having slowed to a light drizzle. Still, the skies remained dark, allowing me to see the entire scene without having to slip on sunglasses. Normally, I preferred more sunshine, especially while sitting outside, but this somehow not only fit my mood but also kept me feeling less heated. The cool rain on my skin diminished any sense of anger, my face cool and unflushed compared to the ride over here.

      The slight chill in the air banished the normal humidity for late August and had me leaning into Dermot slightly. I caught myself only right before I completely settled into his large frame, his body relaxed next to mine, his arm stretched out to rest on the bench behind me. It cocooned me in the warmth, yet I found myself wanting more.

      My leg began to bounce as I tried to shake myself from the feelings he inspired. Wasn’t it time for this match to start? I felt like it was. Plus, I very much wanted to see the twins.

      The bleachers began to fill up behind us, our spots up front and close enough to see all the action. I didn’t recognize any of the faces joining us in the stands, despite feeling eyes on us, and I wondered if that had to do with the media attention that had been paid specifically to me this weekend. My picture had been all over the news, and I hated to admit that it not only made me uncomfortable, but that I had forgotten to add makeup to my outfit to cover the bruises on my jaw today. They were growing fainter, but I didn’t need to give any more ammo to the media, and I knew it made my boys upset to see them, even if they would never admit to that.

      It could have been none of that though. I mean, to be fair, Dermot and I stood out a bit. The field was almost twenty minutes from our house, near a large sports complex they used for training in the middle of nowhere, so very few people here were from Camellia. The surrounding areas were far less affluent, more middle to upper class, so everything from Dermot’s car to how we were dressed stood out, even if we weren’t trying.

      Taking a slow sip of my drink, I let out a pleasurable sigh at the peppermint taste.

      “You cold?” Dermot asked as I bounced slightly in anticipation.

      “No,” I shook my head, “just eager for the match to start.”

      Dermot nodded, his gaze still filled with curiosity and concern. I offered him a small smile as if I didn’t know what he was curious about. Luckily, I didn’t have to put it off for too long, because the teams were arriving, and I eagerly sat forward, looking for Sterling and Lincoln. I had been to several matches, and each time they seemed to get more attractive in those rugby uniforms. Although, unlike today, I rarely got to gawk because I was either with King or Yates.

      My brow dipped, wondering where both of them were this morning. I didn’t have my phone, but it was odd that they hadn’t mentioned going and for them to decide to just not show up. I was tempted to ask Dermot if King had texted him, but I didn’t want to risk him telling King we were here. If he saw me, he would absolutely, one hundred percent, know something was wrong. He would push, and then Yates would demand, and I would miss the entire match before I knew what was happening.

      “How long have they been playing?” Dermot asked curiously, leaning forward while tilting his head. I could see his interest in the game, and it made me happy to know he would enjoy himself.

      “Forever, it feels like.” I flashed a smile. “But they went semi-pro at the start of the summer.”

      Dermot nodded and then frowned. “So does that mean they will be traveling? I’m assuming that their season starts in September?”

      “I think so. I know their schedule has some traveling games to the East Coast and then international,” I mused, wondering if they would let me go with. “The team they are going against today is just a university team. More for fun than anything.”

      “You’re the only one with the right rugby jersey on,” he pointed out. I smiled smugly.

      “That’s because I’m special,” I explained primly as Dermot barked out a laugh, drawing attention. I wasn’t lying, though—the twins had to pull some serious strings to get me this jersey, mostly because it wasn’t all that common practice to give them out pre-season. But since the team was so eager to have the twins on board? I now had one in my possession. I had a collection of several from high school, but those wouldn’t do.

      Plus, this made me feel important to the twins. Something I was starting to think they really viewed me as. I just hoped it was on the same level that I viewed them on.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll get you one,” I teased. Dermot let out a small hum of amusement as my eyes narrowed on the team finally making their way onto the pitch.

      I was smiling the minute I saw the twins.

      They were so damn handsome, it was truly unfair. Sterling’s hair was slightly damp from the misted air, and Lincoln was telling him something that made him laugh, his smile dangerous and really beautiful. I could practically hear the other women in the stands swooning, and I didn’t even blame them. Lincoln’s hair was messy and his contacts were in, leaving his stunning eyes completely uninhibited from my view as his gaze finally moved over to me. I waved, smiling, as Lincoln flashed me a smile and Sterling winked, tossing me an air kiss that legit had me blushing.

      Ridiculous. He was way too cute and attractive for his own good. I loved how goofy and relaxed he seemed right now—it made my day that much better, if we were being honest. As the teams got ready for the match to begin, I looked back over to Dermot and froze, realizing his curious eyes were already on me.

      “What?” I asked softly.

      His eyes darkened slightly as he shook his head and looked back at the field. He didn’t look upset, exactly… Instead, he looked almost sad? Why would he be sad? Before I could stop myself, I leaned into him slightly, nudging him with my elbow as he looked down at me with a small smile.

      It still wasn’t enough. I didn’t like seeing even a hint of gloom. It was funny how much others’ sadness bothered me when I struggled with it so often. The match was going to start soon, but I gave him something small, figuring he deserved it for helping me out today.

      “I heard Stratton in the grocery store saying that we weren’t friends,” I murmured. “I need to talk to him, but I’m just not ready for that yet.”

      Dermot’s eyes sharpened on me, and he examined my expression before nodding and wrapping an arm around my waist so that I was comfortably leaning into him. He still had yet to say anything, but I could feel a shift in his body language, and while he didn’t seem happy, per se, he seemed more relaxed. Less tense and less sad.

      As the match began, I watched with vested interest, the first half seeming to fly by as I cheered on the twins. I honestly felt bad for the university team—they were getting their butts handed to them, but I suppose that was sort of the point of this. Right? It was rainy and muddy, so while the twins were having a blast, they were absolutely covered in mud, and Lincoln’s nose was bleeding from where he had gotten hit.

      Not that you could tell—both of them looked thrilled, and I could literally feel myself shiver as Sterling wiped his face of the drizzling rain by lifting up his jersey. A small sound broke in my throat at his perfectly cut abs, and I began imagining just how the twins looked naked. I bet they were perfect, muscular, and huge… I totally needed to know now. What was different about them? Better yet, what wasn’t? I mean, I could tell both of them were massive…

      When the match officially hit half, I stood and went to the railing, hoping that at least one of them would come say hi. Sterling jogged over as Lincoln was getting his nose looked at, making me worry, but only until his brother was in front of me.

      “He’s fine,” he promised, tugging on a braid as I leaned on the railing, officially eye level with him. “You look adorable, sugar.”

      “And you look muddy,” I pointed out.

      “You sure you don’t want a hug?”

      I squeaked as he smiled and tugged me forward, burying his head against my neck as he smeared mud all over me, making me let out a legit giggle. As he pulled back, I couldn’t help but run my hands through his hair.

      “Don’t be so selfish with her!” Lincoln’s voice had me looking over Sterling’s shoulder as the man in question made his way over. Sterling said something to Dermot behind me, but I was already touching Lincoln’s face, frowning at his nose.

      “You look so worried,” he teased, his normal more serious and reserved attitude clearly amped up from the game.

      “Well now I’m not.” I tapped the top of his head.

      Before he could say anything, there was a call from back on the pitch, causing me to look away for a moment. That was all it took for Lincoln to take me off guard by tugging my jaw back and pressing a kiss to my lips before winking and jogging away. I stood frozen in surprise until Sterling scowled.

      “Why did he get a kiss of good luck?” he growled.

      My mouth opened as I offered him a stunned look, because holy moly, we were in public! Sterling chuckled and tugged me forward, pressing his lips to mine before he left as well, leaving me in a state of shock. My cheeks turned bright pink as I sank back down into the bleachers, voices from behind us no doubt making note of whatever that was.

      Oh man, that would probably end up in some media…

      “So that’s how it is, huh?” Dermot asked, looking authentically amused.

      I tilted my head. “I have no idea what the heck just happened.”

      “You don’t normally kiss?” He flashed a smile, as if he was loving teasing me.

      “I mean…” I stuttered, “It’s more that we are in public…”

      Before he could say anything, his phone began buzzing, and a weird sense of apprehension rolled over my skin. He picked it up, and immediately his eyes darted towards me.

      “Yeah, she’s here,” he said lazily, as if it wasn’t a big deal.

      I could hear King’s voice, and he sounded worked up.

      “Doesn’t have her phone on her.” Dermot frowned, squeezing my hand. “She’s fine, King. I promise you. She just needed to get out of Wildberry for a bit.”

      There was another pause before he sighed and offered me the phone.

      “Princess,” King’s voice was a low growl.

      “Good afternoon to you, too,” I chimed, trying to act like he wasn’t probably losing his mind. I could hear Yates griping in the background.

      “Why did you go to the game today? It’s raining,” he demanded. “And you didn’t bring your phone.”

      “I was always planning on going, I wouldn’t miss their game,” I pointed out before sighing. “Plus, I just needed a breather, and this is the perfect place for it.”

      King seemed to consider something. “Is that why Stratton has been blowing up my phone asking where you are?” Reality hit me hard as everything I’d been avoiding flooded back. Perfect.

      “Yeah,” I mumbled as the game started back up. “I really don’t want to deal with this right now, King—”

      “He’s on his way there.”

      “What?!”

      “What the hell happened?” King demanded as I handed the phone back to Dermot and looked towards the parking lot. I tapped my foot and felt a surge of guilt. I was at a point where I could either leave the twins’ match and beg Dermot to drive me home… or I could wait until Stratton got here and made a scene. One of those was going to happen.

      “Do you want to stay?” Dermot asked, hanging up.

      “No,” I spoke softly.

      “The twins will understand. Let’s get you out of here, this isn’t the place to handle whatever is going on,” he insisted. The game was back in progress, so the twins didn’t see as we stood up and exited the bleachers. Crap. I felt like such garbage. What if they thought this was about the kiss? I pushed it away as we entered the parking lot and near Dermot’s DBS Superleggera. It was a stunning car, and I wondered when it had arrived—I assumed it was something he had to get shipped over.

      Before I could get into the car, the sound of a motorcycle had me letting out a low groan. Dermot muttered a curse but didn’t usher me into the car, his frame leaning against the door and watching Stratton with a peculiar look. He wasn’t angry, but he didn’t look happy, either. I wish I could read him better. I wanted to take a picture of all his expressions so I knew them perfectly. I crossed my arms as Stratton came to a stop on his bike, blocking our path out of the lot.

      My mouth dried up, because, good lord he was hot. Seriously, as he ran a hand through his dark hair and got off the bike, I scowled at the lack of helmet, and then hated that his looks had been my first thought. I had constantly reminded him, since he first got the bike, to wear his helmet… probably a bit obsessively. The fact that he had forgotten it made me realize just how worked up he currently was about our situation. His dark boots and leather jacket were damp with rain, and his blue eyes were filled with pain as he looked momentarily at Dermot before moving his eyes back to me.

      “Why the hell don’t you have your phone with you?”

      “That’s what you came here to say? Seriously?”

      His frustration was apparent. “Dahlia, you don’t understand what is going on. We need to talk, now. I am taking you home—”

      “No you aren’t,” Dermot said evenly.

      Stratton’s temper sparked. “Yes, I fucking am. I don’t give a damn if your King’s cousin—”

      “It’s raining, she’s not going on a motorcycle,” Dermot said evenly again, his voice firm but not angry… just unrelenting. “I was driving her back anyway. You don’t even have a fucking helmet with you.”

      I saw reality hit Stratton as his eyes moved back towards me. “You promise to hear me out when we get back.”

      “That wasn’t a question,” I swallowed.

      “Angel,” his voice was rough, “Please?”

      “Maybe,” I mumbled, running a hand through my hair, only to have it stopped by the braid. “Can we just get out of the rain?”

      Dermot unlocked the door and I slid into the car, leaving the two of them out there as the warm air made me realize he had remote-started it a bit ago. I watched as Stratton said something to Dermot, the tension between the two of them easing as Dermot responded. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but after another minute, Stratton looked at me through the windshield before starting up his bike again and flying off down the street.

      With no helmet. That bothered me like you wouldn’t believe.

      Dermot got into the car, muttering foreign words under his breath as I buckled myself in and sunk into my seat. I found myself lost in thought as we made our way home, Dermot continuing to look at me out of the corner of his eye. I could feel him wanting to say something, but something in my expression must have stopped him. I swallowed nervously, running a hand over my throat as we reached the familiar gates.

      Almost instantly I groaned. Crap.

      “Just pull up outside of my house,” I sighed and then spoke softer, “Thanks for getting me away for a bit. I needed that.”

      Dermot reached over and tugged my braid lightly, looking like he wanted to say something, but stopped as a fist pounded on his window.

      “Fucking bastard,” Dermot snarled as I opened my door and got out. Instantly Yates was there in my space, crowding me against the car.

      “Why the hell didn’t you have your phone with you?” Oh sweet christ.

      I put my hand on his chest and offered him a look, stepping out from the space between the car and Yates’s hot frame. King was standing there, looking equally as intense as I let out a huff of air. I pinned them both with a look.

      “I need a few hours, okay?” I asked, my voice soft. “Please?”

      I think my lack of combative attitude came through to Yates, because he looked more worried than anything. King’s jaw clenched as he glanced away, looking like he very much didn’t agree. I met Dermot’s gaze as he offered me a nod, then made my way towards my house.

      Where was Stratton? Maybe he had decided against talking…

      “You get two hours, princess.” King demanded. I put a hand up to signal I’d heard him, resisting the urge to argue as I made my way inside. The house was silent, making me wonder where my parents were as I trudged up the stairs.

      Part of me hoped Stratton wouldn’t come to talk.

      I wasn’t ready to face facts.

      As I opened my bedroom door, I sighed, because of course he was already here.

      “Angel,” he whispered, his voice was soft and worried.

      Here goes everything.
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      There was no escaping him. I swallowed hard, locking my door and leaning against the wood frame as I examined Stratton. His leather jacket was tossed out on the balcony ledge he had clearly climbed through, and his muscular arms were on display, the sleeves cut off of his black shirt, which was tight and wet from his ride through the rain. I could tell his boots and jeans were dripping water on the floor, but I didn’t care. What did I worry about? The tension running through him. I could see his frustration, concern, and anger.

      I had absolutely no idea what to say to him.

      Honestly, I wasn’t even positive how I was staying so calm right now. I felt like sobbing and throwing something at him. I felt like going to sleep and ignoring all of this.

      I let out a shaky breath, removing my shoes and walking towards my bed, turning on my phone as I looked down at the incoming messages. I tried to not overthink that.

      Suddenly, an Instagram direct message popped up from a fake profile that instructed me to go fuck yourself. Wonderful. Peachy.

      I felt tears well in my eyes as I set my phone upside down on the table before looking up. Swaying back slightly, I realized that Stratton was there, right in my space as he examined the tears streaking down my face. Luckily, he didn’t attach it to my phone, and I could tell by the guilt on his face that he thought I was crying because of him.

      Something that was true, in part…

      It was just everything, and god, was I over it right now.

      My eyes felt gritty and uncomfortable as I ran my fingers over them, smearing my makeup, no doubt. I stared at him, unable to look away. I tried to not let my eyes stray to his tattoos, which seemed to be moving as his muscles tightened with tension. I could feel the connection between us, but unlike normal, there was nothing that I could say. I didn’t understand why he would have said something like that earlier.

      He wants nothing to do with you.

      “You climbed up my balcony?” I asked, my voice almost a rasp. The idea of him scaling the trellis was sort of hot. Actually, it was super hot. He was like a tattooed Romeo… No. No, he wasn’t because Romeo didn’t talk crap about Juliet, and he never denied wanting her.

      Well, except to his family… no. I wasn’t going to justify his BS.

      Suddenly, my resolve hardened, my back straightening. I was not going to be weak. As if he saw me firming myself, his jaw clenched.

      “Stratton. You need to leave. I promised to hear you out, but honestly, there is nothing to talk about,” I said, feeling strong despite my heart breaking. “I heard exactly what you said.”

      “Dahlia,” his voice was rough, his eyes filling with pain at my expression as I pulled a pillow to me, using it as a shield for my heart. “You don’t understand.”

      “Do not tell me what I do and do not understand,” I demanded quietly, tears welling in my eyes despite trying to keep it together. “Just leave. Don’t worry, Stratton, I will make sure to not bother you anymore—”

      “Angel,” he groaned, sounding miserable. He crouched down so that he was looking up at me, his arms on either side of where I sat. I could feel myself leaning forward as I cursed myself. Why was it so difficult to stay mad at him?

      Remember what he said, Dahlia. Just remember.

      “Just go,” I demanded softly. “I don’t want to argue. I was just… surprised to hear you felt that way. I’ll get over it.”

      “No!” he snarled, pulling on his hair, his expression letting me know he hated that idea. “Just hear me out. I did not mean any of that shit. Those fuckers are from the fight circuit I am part of, and I can’t have them knowing—”

      “About me?” I questioned, a tear breaking down my face. “I get it if you didn’t want them assuming I was your girlfriend. Fine. But you could have just told them we were friends, Stratton. I have been nothing but one hundred percent there for you, even though you ignore me and my attempts to be friends again and again… do you know how often I feel stupid for just reaching out to you? But now I just feel like a complete idiot. You don’t even want friendship from me! But I don’t deserve to be talked about like that, and you know it.”

      Stratton’s rough, warm hand grabbed my jaw as he pulled me forward, his voice sharp. “Dahlia, angel, this has nothing to do with you. Those assholes are from a group that I go against often. They do this shit to people all of the time, targeting their weaknesses and using it to get them out of the ring. They are part of some dumb gang two towns away. I won’t risk them thinking you mean as much to me as you do. I keep a distance for a fucking reason, and it’s not because I want to.”

      I blinked, trying to listen to his words instead of my insecurities. “How much do I mean to you?” Maybe my attempts at some form of friendship or relationship hadn’t been in vain…

      Stratton’s cool eyes softened and warmed. “You have no idea. No fucking idea. But I can’t bring you into this shit, Dahlia—not until I am done fighting. I am not risking your safety like that.”

      “Why don’t you stop?” My hand was shaky as I brushed his jaw lightly.

      He closed his eyes, leaning into it, before he answered bluntly. “I wish I could. We need the money, though.”

      What?

      I paused my hand as Stratton’s body froze as if realizing what he had said. “Stratton, what are you talking about?” Ms. Lori and he had always been fine financially, right? I had never heard there being an issue with it. At least, unless I was missing something major.

      He shook his head, moving his gaze to the comforter. “It’s nothing, Dahlia. Just please understand this isn’t you.”

      I felt my anger spike momentarily. “Right. Okay. ‘It’s not you, it’s me’? Just leave, Stratton, I can’t keep doing this. Four years, over four years, this constant back and forth! Why can’t you just be honest? What is your problem? What is the big secret that has made you abandon all of your friends? Made you ditch our friendship like it was nothing?!” Tears were now one hundred percent drenching my face.

      So much for staying strong.

      “Goddamn it!” His fist hit the bedding as he met my gaze, longing and sadness there. “Stop it, angel. Just fucking stop it.”

      “It’s true,” I sniffed, rubbing the back of my hand over my eyes.

      “It’s not fucking true!” he growled and cupped my face with both of his hands. “I’m crazy about you, Dahlia. I have been for god knows how long. But I won’t have you be part of this shit show my family left me in. I am not the right guy for you, and I probably never will be—”

      “What shit show?” I demanded softly, trying to ignore the part where he said he was crazy about me. I had no idea what to do with that information or the odd bout of hope it was inspiring. Dangerous hope.

      His eyes darkened. “When my parents passed away, my grandma and I realized that my father had been screwing over the company and essentially draining it. We are broke, angel. Absolutely fucking broke. We have the house, but only because it’s paid off. Any money I make goes to my grandma’s medical treatment.”

      Oh shit.

      “Stratton,” I breathed out on a sharp exhale. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      Anger flashed in his gaze as he stood, looking both vulnerable and furious. “I don’t need sympathy or fucking pity.”

      “This is not about sympathy or pity!” I stood up with an incredulous expression. I followed him towards the balcony, hating that he was leaving, but I didn’t stop him as he slung on his jacket and climbed over the side of the railing.

      “Where are you going?” I asked softly, hating the distance between us. Always distance.

      His voice was raw and pain-filled as he offered me a heartbreaking expression. “I am crazy about you, Dahlia, but this can’t happen. Not until I fix what my parents royally fucked up. I will never risk your safety, even if it means never being together.”

      I stood there, heartbroken, confused, and hopeful in a weird way as he made his way down the side of my house and offered me one last searing look before leaving me in the light rain. When he was finally gone, I muttered a soft curse and made my way inside my room, closing the balcony doors but not locking them.

      How long had he been able to climb up into my room? Seemed a bit practiced… and that turned me on. God. I was so, so weird. What was wrong with me?

      Before I could overthink anything else, a knock on the door had me walking towards it as I heard my phone ring. I knew it was probably Kingston or the twins. I frowned, hating that I’d just left their game, but this talk had been necessary. God. How did I even begin to handle what Stratton had told me? I squeezed out the ends of my hair as I opened the door to find my mom standing there.

      I instantly knew that she knew Stratton had been here.

      “You okay?” she asked softly.

      “Not really,” I answered, shaking my head. “I just don’t get it.”

      I knew she didn’t fully understand what I was talking about, but when she pulled me into a tight hug, I relaxed a bit. Stratton’s secret wasn’t mine to tell, but I also knew that my mom wasn’t stupid. She had never commented on the distance between me and my once best friend, but she had very much noticed it.

      “I think every man goes through a period of time where he has to figure out what he wants in life,” she responded softly. “Some figure it out right away, others are a bit more confused. I’m sure losing his parents at a young age didn’t help. You have amazing judgement, Dahlia. If you think a friendship with Stratton is worth salvaging, then keep trying. If not… well, screw him.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at her small amused smile as I sighed but nodded. I had to wonder how she knew he had been here. The boys outside, maybe? Or maybe she had been able to hear him. Honestly, sometimes I felt like my mom knew way more than she let on. About literally everything.

      “Remember, I am always here to talk. I have been through it all at one point or another,” she teased. “Just come find me, okay?”

      “I will,” I whispered.

      “Also, dinner is going to be ready in about two hours, and if I had to guess, you won’t be able to hide from the group of men sitting in our driveway.”

      I groaned and shook my head. “Tell King I have time still.”

      “Time?”

      “He’ll know.” I scowled and tugged out the ponytail holders at the end of my braids. “I’m going to go shower to warm up. I’ll be down soon.”

      She nodded. “I am going to run over to Haven’s house for about an hour, so if I am not back when you’re done, just come on over. You know she would love to see you.”

      With a small nod, I closed my bedroom door and walked towards my bathroom and turned on the shower. My brain was buzzing with a million different things as I slowly got undressed, then stepped underneath the hot water, letting out a small sigh of relief.

      How the heck hadn’t we realized what was going on with Stratton and his family? Why didn’t he tell us? Also, was I insane, or had he said he was crazy about me? I shook my head as a small smile curled on my lips.

      Stratton was crazy about me.

      A plan began to form in my head as I felt determination flow through me. He was scared about being good enough? About not wanting to put me in danger or something like that? Fine. I had no problem showing him that he had always been good enough for me. I didn’t care about money, and danger or not, I wanted him back in my life.

      Even if I didn’t understand how that was going to work, considering the twins… well, yeah, everything with the twins.

      Reality hit me, making me realize just how serious I was about my emotions regarding Stratton. This was so far past a crush that I didn’t even know what to do anymore.

      I knew it sounded like a selfish desire, but I wanted each of them. Hell, even Dermot! I had a serious problem, because just the idea of having them and touching any one of them sent courses of heat rolling over my skin.

      No. I was not going to get all hot and bothered for nothing.

      That didn’t stop me from running my hands along my skin, my breasts tightening and nipples pebbling under the hot water as fantasies began to grow in my head. Always the same. Always so intoxicating and lust-inducing. It didn’t matter when—if I started imagining any one of them touching or kissing me, especially multiple of them at the same time, I became absolutely drenched.

      My fingers slid down to between my thighs where I was already soaked and feeling needy. My clit pulsed as a tremor worked its way over me, making me lean against the shower wall.

      Images of Stratton’s hands on me, massaging and teasing my skin, had me letting out a soft moan as I swirled my wet heat across my clit. Sinking a finger in, I imagined how fantastic it would feel, just for once, to have King’s lips on my neck, or Sterling standing behind me, rubbing against me with what I could tell was an absolute monster between his legs. My toes curled as I let out another soft moan, wanting Lincoln’s fingers where mine were, or maybe Dermot’s mouth. Holy hell.

      A shock of lightning went over me as I felt my climax slowly build, my other hand not so gently teasing my breast as I imagined their voices against my ear, whispering things that would make me come on the spot. Honestly, I had tried watching porn before, but there wasn’t much that could get me off like thinking about them.

      A frustrated whine broke from my throat as I continued to feel as though I was about to come but couldn’t, my eyes screwed shut with need and frustration.

      “Fuck,” I whimpered, sinking another finger into myself as my fantasies felt like they took over completely, a pair of lips closing around my other nipple as I felt everything heighten.

      My eyes flew open in realization.

      “King,” I gasped, realizing that the man in question was kneeling in front of me, in the shower, caging me to the wall as his teeth tugged gently on my nipple, making everything inside of me tighten. Holy hell, I needed to come. My fingers paused, but when he pulled away, I nearly came from just the sight of the man on his knees, the look in his eyes nearly feral.

      “Keep fucking touching yourself,” he demanded in a low, smooth tone. “I didn’t tell you to stop, princess.” I didn’t even have the words to start questioning when he had shown up or if this was some amazing fantasy.

      “I— oh shit!” My head fell back as King’s thumb replaced my fingers, rolling over my clit in a pace that had my body tightening up. He leaned back up and roughly bit and teased my other breast, my pussy tightening around my fingers that were still buried inside of me.

      “Move those fingers, Dahlia,” he demanded roughly. I moved instantly, giving into his dominance, my hands finding their way over his shoulders. I let out a cry of relief as he sunk a finger inside of me, my hips rocking against him as he let out a low growl-like sound from the back of his throat.

      “I’m going to come,” I whispered, almost in shock because I had only ever climaxed by my own hand, and this man was absolutely playing me.

      “Come on my fingers, princess,” he ordered sharply, his eyes eating up my every expression. When he added a second finger, my knees broke and back arched as a climax burned through me like a volcanic explosion. I gasped out his name as every inch of my body turned warm and hazy in relief.

      Oh my god.

      My eyes stayed closed, afraid to break the moment as Kingston’s completely soaked and clothed form crowded me to the shower wall, keeping me pinned and standing as I felt my head fall back. Finally, I looked up at him.

      “Fuck, you are so goddamn exquisite.” He sounded almost angry.

      Before I could find a response, his lips were on me. Hard. Demanding. My entire body gave into his control, his fingers wrapping around my neck in a firm grasp. I let out a soft, needy whimper as my fingers worked their way into his wet hair, realizing that our first real kiss had come after him seeing me naked and making me come, for the first time ever by someone else’s hands, at that. I didn’t fight him when his mouth demanded dominance and his tongue pressed against mine, exploring my mouth before he pulled back and nipped my bottom lip. Hard.

      “Ow,” I whimpered, noticing my blood on his lips as he offered me a searing look.

      “You don’t fucking touch yourself without one of us here,” he demanded, his hand possessively tightening on my throat. His words had me nodding weakly as I tried to process what the hell he was saying.

      Us?

      “I am so confused,” I mumbled.

      The water shut off and I let out a small, confused noise as Kingston Ross, long-term best friend and crush, wrapped me in a towel and kissed my forehead. Like he hadn’t just gripped my throat and told me I wasn’t allowed to come on my own anymore.

      I didn’t even bother voicing a complaint as he lifted me easily and carried me towards my bed. I stared at him through hooded eyes, a small yawn almost breaking through as he kicked off his dress pants, leaving him in boxers. Holy hell… he was so hard. And then he ditched his shirt. I scowled as he grabbed a pair of spare sweatpants I kept for the boys. I wore them, usually, but I essentially had a men’s wardrobe available just in case.

      I blinked as he sat down in front of me, tugging me to sit curled against him as he gripped my jaw gently, running his fingers over my pulse and forcing me to give him my undivided attention. Right… because I hadn’t been doing that before.

      “What the hell is going on?” Kingston’s eyes blazed with green heat.

      I frowned. “The part where you just made me come after breaking into my room?” A blush invaded my cheeks as he chuckled softly, offering me an affectionate kiss on my nose before his face went serious again.

      “Why did you leave today? Why did you need a break?” he resumed, his expression filled with concern and worry. Also a bit of anger, but not nearly as much as when I had first seen him in the shower. In the shower… when he had… oh my god…

      I’m sorry, but there was no way I wasn’t imagining all of this.

      “Dahlia,” he urged, his voice rough and heated again. “Love, I don’t know where your mind is going, but I need you to talk to me. I can’t fix what I don’t know about.”

      I blinked as panic hit me, not about Stratton, but about everything King didn’t know. I mean, he was my best friend, and he didn’t even know…

      “Lincoln and Sterling both kissed me last night.” And today, technically.

      Kingston blinked before he tilted his head. “Sterling also? Fucking bastard. I knew he was hiding something. But I already knew that. Now, what’s actually wrong?”

      Well, that didn’t help with my confusion at all.

      “You’re okay with that? With me kissing the twins? After what just happened in the shower?” I demanded quietly. What was I missing here? I mean, clearly I wasn’t imagining the attraction between us, unless Kingston just did that to all of his friends.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” He arched a brow as if I had told him it was going to rain today or something.

      Disappointment hit me square in the chest as I felt myself near the point of ‘I’m going to start sobbing like a total baby because today has sucked so hard.’ I managed to get some words out. “I don’t know. I mean, I just assumed that you may have felt something for me, especially after the shower just now, but… you don’t. This is stupid. You should go. I clearly am crazy, and you probably don’t even know what I’m talking about. I’m fine, I am totally just fine— King!”

      My rambling was cut off when King literally tackled me back against the bed, his frame filled with tension and eyes searing with enough heat to burn me alive. I squirmed underneath him as he locked down on me.

      Who the hell was this version of King? I mean, I was a huge fan, but can we say whiplash?

      I clearly was done rationalizing anything for the day. It wasn’t working.

      Then Kingston Ross blew my ever-loving mind.

      “Dahlia, the reason I am okay with Lincoln or Sterling kissing you has nothing to do with how I feel about you, or the intensity of it. My feelings for you have never been in question. I’ve been in love with you since I could fucking talk, and that is never going to change.”

      I inhaled sharply, pure adrenaline and joy rushing through me as he continued. “More so, I know the others feel the same. So, no, of course it doesn’t bother me that the twins kissed you. Now, if someone else had, who wasn’t one of us, I would kill them. Not metaphorically, either. I would fucking gut them and bury them six feet deep—”

      “Kingston Ross,” I slapped a hand over his mouth to stop his murderous rampage, not knowing if I should laugh or cry. “What the hell are you talking about?!”

      Seriously. What on earth?!

      Amusement danced in his gaze as he pulled my hand from his mouth and drew both my arms above my head, his frame making my legs fall apart as my robe slipped open, exposing some of my body to his gaze. He let out a dangerous rumble as he looked over me, his eyes pausing only momentarily over my already wet pussy before returning his gaze to mine. His control was impressive. I, on the other hand, was already feeling like a needy mess.

      “I’m talking about us, princess.”

      His lips conquered mine easily, turning my body into liquid as he used one hand to grab my chin. I realized that what I’d seen before wasn’t control, but determination. I moaned against his mouth as his one hand tightened in a bruising grip on my wrists and his other began to slip down my body, his fingers teasing my clit and making my legs tremble with need. Everything was turning hazy again, and I could feel how hard he was, his sweatpants-covered cock rocking against my bare, wet core as I nearly begged him to take it out.

      Desire pulsed through every inch of me, and I just knew I was so screwed. He had way too much control over my body, and if I reacted this strongly to him and the twins… I just didn’t know where to go with this.

      “I love you,” he repeated, slowing his movements but not stopping his teasing. I moaned his name as he slipped two fingers inside of me, pumping in and out. “And you love me.”

      I couldn’t deny his words, even if I wanted to, and I didn’t. He wasn’t wrong. I just hadn’t realized he felt the same.

      “Say it.” He paused his fingers, a dangerous glint in his eyes.

      “You know I do,” I whimpered as he continued to pump.

      “I want to hear it.”

      “I love you.” I arched back as he slid down my frame, his tongue sliding over my clit while moving his fingers fast. I let out a small scream as he sucked on the tight bundle of nerves, and I was so worked up that I was coming against his mouth in seconds.

      I let out a small cry of his name as he groaned, lapping up my release before resting his head against my thigh, looking up at me with a smug smile, his bright green eyes filled with amusement and happiness.

      “That was unfair,” I moaned, feeling embarrassed I’d come so fast, and overwhelmed… because, well, obviously I was overwhelmed. “I’m so confused.”

      His expression turned serious as he fixed my robe and pulled me up against him, my head resting against his shoulder. “I know this wasn’t the best way to tell you, princess. I just couldn’t wait any longer, not after what the twins did, and on top of that, when I heard you moaning in the shower and saw your hand between your legs, I sort of just snapped… I promise I’ll try to explain better. But I love you. I’ve always loved you, and I was worried that if we waited any longer you would doubt that.”

      Had I been doubting his feelings for me? Sort of… yes. Yes I had.

      “I can’t handle seeing you cry, you know what that does to me,” he admitted roughly. I did. One time he almost killed some kid in elementary school for making me cry. Maybe that was why his violent side never scared me.

      “Well, unless your crying from coming so hard—”

      “King!” I blushed.

      His smirk grew. “Can’t blush after I just ate out your perfect little pussy, princess.”

      I could, believe me.

      “How does this play into the twins… and Yates, I just don’t get it.”

      “They feel the same,” he answered completely honestly. “But you should probably talk to them about it. They are already going to probably be pissed about all of this.”

      “About us?” I arched a brow.

      “I may have gotten mad at Lincoln for rushing shit, and then… well, I did the exact same thing,” he mused happily.

      I swallowed, trying to think through what he was saying, what that meant for the future… for us and our families? And what about my feelings for Stratton and even Dermot? Oh lord.

      “I think it’s clear how I feel…” I murmured, darting my gaze away before womaning up and looking him dead in the eye. “King, I could never pick between you guys. I would rather never be like this than to lose any of you. I can’t handle that. I would end up… I would end up brokenhearted in some way or another.”

      “Which is why you won’t choose,” he determined easily, rubbing my nose with his. “No one is asking you to, as long as you’re happy.”

      I’d lost it.

      Oh! I was clearly fantasizing in the shower still. That made way more sense.

      “Yates hates me,” I pointed out weakly.

      King offered me a dry look as I blushed, because it was clear we weren’t fooling anyone. I swallowed nervously. “So… what? You want me to do what, King? What the heck do I do about this?!”

      “You don’t have to do anything, princess.” He smirked with a wicked glint. “Or, you can do everything. It’s up to you.”

      “Except come.” Had I really just said that?

      Kingston’s lips pulled into a slow smirk. “Oh, you can come, Dahlia. You just can’t come without one of us there.” I was going to from just his words, at this rate. This was ridiculous.

      “I just need to process this,” I explained softly after a sharp exhale.

      He nodded and smoothed his hand over my neck. “Which means you need to explain what is going on with Stratton.”

      Crap.

      Searching his gaze, I realized I couldn’t not tell him. I had reached my limit. It was exhausting trying to keep my burdens to myself, and while it wasn’t everything, he was friends with Stratton—or had been—so he may have some good insight on this. I mean, he should also know what was going on with his family—it was way worse than any of us had ever conceived.

      So I told him.

      I started at the top, about how I had gone to the store this morning and what I had heard him say. Then I explained all about the game, including the twins kissing me, and how I had felt overwhelmed. I had even told him what was going on with Stratton’s family and his words about not being ‘right for me.’

      Despite our conversation, I was worried about King’s reaction, but instead of looking pissed, he looked thoughtful. I mean, he still looked annoyed as hell, but I could tell what I told him upset him.

      I found it harder and harder to be mad at Stratton, the more time passed. I mean, he honestly thought he was protecting me. He was wrong, but he did. When backed into a corner, you did what you needed to in order to protect the people you love…

      …Was I doing that? With the bullying situation? No. I would deal with that later.

      “He should have told us.” Kingston frowned but then examined my face. “You believe Stratton though, right? You know he would never say shit like that if he didn’t feel like he had to. He used to get in fights with people in school for even saying your name in the wrong tone. A ‘lost puppy’ is literally the exact opposite of how he views you.”

      “That was what the fights were about?” I demanded sharply.

      “Every single time.”

      “I don’t know how to fix things with him. I don’t know what to do with any of this,” I admitted quietly, his fingers smoothing over my neck in a relaxing fashion.

      “For now, you don’t have to do anything,” he answered before scowling. “Besides bring your phone places.”

      “It was charging!” I smiled.

      Voices sounded from downstairs, and my brows shot up. My mom! Kingston flashed me a smile, moving across the room and locking the door as he nodded towards my closet. I quickly gathered clothes and got ready as more voices sounded downstairs. Was it already dinner time?

      “You need clothes,” I hissed, motioning to him. He put up a finger, and I jumped when there was a knock on the door. He opened it and Yates stepped in, King flashing a smile and taking the offered pile of clothes to the bathroom as Yates leaned against the door and shot me a smirk.

      “You should get dressed, bunny,” he rumbled.

      I felt myself smile, but I grabbed my clothes and passed King as he walked out fully dressed. I made quick work of getting in cozy clothes as I considered everything that Kingston had said.

      We had said ‘I love you’ before, but I’d always thought it was in the way you love a friend, on his end… clearly I’d been wrong. I mean, we were all always together. I cuddled with them. Went to large social events together as dates. I went to family parties with them, even for out of town events. We vacationed together.

      Holy shit!

      “Have we all been dating this entire time?!” I demanded as both boys looked at me. King broke into a laugh and opened the door, strolling out as Yates offered me an amused smile.

      “Glad you finally caught on, bunny.”

      How did he know about our conversation?

      I forced myself to scowl at him as he shut my bedroom door and tugged my hand so we were jogging down the steps. A weird surge of hope rushed over me for the first time in a long time. That feeling had been growing, and god, I hoped it didn’t go away.

      I had been so focused on hiding my feelings that I hadn’t really examined how they were acting. I was so wrong about all my assumptions. They apparently loved… me. They loved me. I looked up at Yates, blushing as he offered me an authentic smile and a wink as I realized everyone was over.

      Okay, maybe this wouldn’t take much of an adjustment….

      That hope grew. Hope that I was deserving of love.

      If my boys loved me, I couldn’t be completely worthless, right?
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      Waking up Monday morning, I couldn’t help the smile that slipped onto my face. It was in part because of the night before, and the other was how peaceful and cozy I was. There was a bright streak of sunshine breaking across the floor, the chill from the AC making me curl further under my blankets and inhale King’s familiar scent. It still smelled like him from yesterday… you know… when he had pinned me to my bed.

      I found myself eager to see him and my other guys today. After everything that had happened yesterday, it was almost impossible to not be in a good mood. Heck, I didn’t even care about that Instagram DM I’d gotten. I was in far too good of a mood. Despite the situation with Stratton, I had finally gotten an answer to the question that had buzzed through my brain for what felt like years.

      What I felt was a shared experience for my boys.

      I had been in love with these men since I knew what that was, and while I needed to hear it from the other three, hearing Kingston Ross tell me that he loved me had changed everything in a span of seconds. It felt like a daydream, all of it. What he had presented me with was my fantasy on a silver platter. Their feelings for me matching my own? Not having to choose between them? Someone needed to pinch me, because call me crazy, but it was hard to believe that after all this I would be so freakin’ lucky.

      A sudden balmy breeze and the creaking of doors had my brow dipping as I turned my head to the other side of my bed. My balcony doors swung slightly, the wind pushing the curtains out onto the stone surface as peaks of pure blue sky broke through my vision. Standing slowly, I shrugged on my robe as I walked across the space to pull the doors open fully.

      Stepping out onto the balcony, I tilted my head at a familiar pair of boot prints that were faint but matched the mud at the garden surface below my room. I couldn’t help but smile and shake my head.

      I knew I had closed the doors… had Stratton come back? Because those tracks weren’t from the first time, I knew that. Stepping back into the room, my eyes trailed to the large armchair that was in the small living area of my room, taking in the blanket that was tossed haphazardly on the couch.

      Had he slept here last night?

      Picking up the soft blanket, I brought it to my nose, his familiar scent surrounding me. That would be a yes. I mean, it wouldn’t have been the first time, but it felt like he hadn’t done that in forever. When we were younger, he had appeared in my room a few times and fallen asleep on the couch, claiming he couldn’t sleep without me in the same room. It had always been a soft-spoken vulnerability, and I knew it had something to do with the time I’d spent with him following his parents’ death. I had absolutely never minded, and I’d been honestly really bummed when he had stopped doing it so often.

      So why now? Why after telling me that he essentially couldn’t even risk our friendship, let alone anything else? He hadn’t even tried to hide that he was here. Confusing man.

      That was okay, though. Poor thing was far more confused than I was. I had a plan to prove to Stratton that the solution to his problem wasn’t isolation. I was going to show him that I would always be there for him, and then he could make his decision on how to move forward. I didn’t want there to be a doubt in his mind that I’d be there no matter what. Money or not. Danger or not. He could count on me.

      Was I possibly a sucker for trying so hard to keep a man by my side that kept pushing me away? Yeah. Yeah, I possibly was. I knew Stratton, though. I knew this was worth it. Until he told me he didn’t want me in his life, and not because of external reasons, I would continue to push.

      That was what you did when you loved someone. You fought for them, even when they weren’t seeing things clearly. I didn’t care about looking like a fool. I didn’t care if this possibly ended in heartbreak. I wanted to be able to say that I had tried. I wanted to know I had done everything I could to keep him. To make him know that he was loved. Valued.

      My alarm buzzed as I walked over to turn it off, making me realize that I needed to get a move on with my day if I planned on being on time for my new job. Yeah, I hadn’t forgotten about that. I realized briefly that it was a bit later in the day than I expected, but I was glad I’d actually slept. I had a feeling it was going to be a long day.

      Mostly because I would be working at Mr. Carter’s legal office, and that meant spending time with Yates. Something I would normally complain about… but come on, after yesterday? No. I was very much excited to see him.

      Unfortunately, our dinner party with everyone had gone far later into the night than expected, so I hadn’t gotten a chance to talk to the twins, Yates, or even Dermot about anything. Luckily, that also meant they couldn’t ask me questions about the Stratton situation. I had, of course, apologized to the twins for missing the end of their game. It had been while in the sitting room with our parents, and I had nearly turned bright red when Sterling had leaned over and told me that I could ‘make it up to them.’ Let me tell you, I was eager to know what that entailed.

      Extensively.

      Walking over to my closet, I easily pulled off my oversized shirt and fitted my frame with a black lace pair of panties and bra that matched a dark skirt I’d been itching to wear. It was a stiff material with a lace overlay that went out from the waist and hit mid-thigh. Probably not completely appropriate for a legal office, but it’d serve Yates right. I hadn’t even asked to be there!

      I slipped on a soft short sleeve blouse and tucked it in, the pale cream color complimenting the heels I slipped on. They were a special edition of cream Louboutins,  the bright red bottoms matching the pair of earrings I chose. I didn’t get a chance to dress like this very often, so I was actually having a lot of fun, picking out ‘office attire.’ I adjusted my cleavage, wondering how much of an effect I actually had on Yates. I mean, I knew what King had said… but I guess I would just need to see for myself.

      Once in the bathroom, I washed my face and applied some light makeup with red tinted lip gloss. I pulled back the top half of my hair with a clip before looking over myself, feeling good about how I looked. Something that concerned me because of the frequency in the past few days—I hadn’t had this many positive thoughts about myself in a long time—but it probably wouldn’t last. My eyes darted to the scale across the room.

      I felt out of control for not weighing myself recently.

      I had eaten a small amount of dinner last night, but not nearly enough to constitute my concern. Not that it was ever really valid…

      Frowning, I felt myself waver slightly on the staircase as I made my way downstairs. Maybe I did need something to eat… Shaking my head, I got into my car, knowing my dad was at work and my mom was probably sleeping. Turning on some music, I considered picking up a smoothie. Almost as if knowing, my stomach cramped uncomfortably, and I sighed, knowing that I needed something to eat.

      As I made my way through the gates and into town, I realized that it was far sunnier than I had expected. Grabbing my sunglasses, I turned into the driveway of a juice shop and ordered myself a protein smoothie before making my way towards the office. The line had been a bit longer than expected, but luckily, I made it to the office right on time. Despite only being halfway through the smoothie, I left it in the car, feeling a bit sick at how quickly I had downed it. Or maybe it was the consideration of how many calories were in it.

      Shaking my head, I cleared my thoughts, not wanting to sour my good mood by thinking about food. Not today. As I stepped out of the car, my gaze ran over the Carter legal office. It was an elegant, single-story building surrounded by large trees, making the building look more cozy than one would assume from a prestigious law firm. I couldn’t help but smile at the late-blooming lilies that covered the front garden beds, clearly inspired by Mrs. Carter. That… that was actually very sweet. My lips pressed up, amused at the thought of Yates being that cute or romantic.

      The bossy bastard would never.

      I had been to the office several times over the years, but as I walked in today, I was struck again by how beautiful it was. The decor was tasteful, elegant, and warm, making you feel like you were in a house rather than a law firm. While I didn’t want this job, having some experience wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, especially from a place like this.

      “Hi there,” I offered to the man at the front desk, his eyes moving from his computer to me. I saw him scan over me before he flashed a cheerful smile and stood.

      “Hi, how can I help you, miss?” he asked curiously, my smile growing at the term ‘miss’ because it felt so formal. Unfortunately, the smile encouraged him, because he crossed his arms and leaned forward on the counter, offering me a smile that seemed to almost be attempting to be… sexy? Was that what he was trying to do? Oh. Man. If so, he was failing terribly. I almost felt bad.

      “Dahlia Aldridge, I’m here for—”

      “Me. She’s here for me,” Yates announced, walking in from the back hallway, his eyes instantly narrowing on the man in front of me. Although I could barely see anyone else in the room right now, because good lord, Yates wore a suit way too well.

      His entire frame was covered in an expensive dark blue material, and his large muscular chest had my hands twitching as I wondered what it would feel like, considering the button-down he had stretched across it. I swallowed, almost feeling nervous, my gaze taking in his tie that was loosened slightly, before realizing he was still scowling at the man at the reception desk. The one who was now staring at the computer, completely ignoring me. I glared at Yates, his attempt to ruin any of my possible friendships, as per usual, very successful.

      “I’m actually not here for you,” I teased as he placed a hand on my lower back, leading me towards what I assumed to be his office. I couldn’t help the anticipatory smile growing on my face at the rumble that broke from his throat. Oh man… I was going to have way too much fun driving him bonkers.

      He wanted me to work here? No problemo. He was going to wish he had never suggested this in the first place, mark my words.

      “You sure as shit aren’t here for him.”

      As he ushered me through a pair of large white doors, I was taken off guard by the massive, beautiful office we entered. I could feel his hand on my lower back still, and my brain was firing with a million different responses as a truly devious thought had me smiling. I turned to look at him, momentarily ignoring the entire back wall of the office that was filled with bookshelves that stretched to the tall ceiling, the glass window wall behind his desk, and the massive, expensive, executive desk that sat in the middle of the room. No, I had something far more important to focus on.

      I was going to get out of this job.

      “You know, Yates, I’m officially your employee, technically,” I began, stepping back from him and going to sit down in the large chair behind his desk, before putting my purse to the side. I offered him a small smile as he prowled in front of the desk, narrowing his eyes on me, probably trying to figure out what I was getting at.

      Was it just me, or did he seem particularly worked up today?

      “So?” he finally hedged.

      I pulled my hair over my shoulder before crossing my arms and leaning forward. “You can’t touch your employees, Yates.”

      We all knew I didn’t mean the touch to my back. Man, King could not have told me about all of this at a better time. I was starting to recognize that the frustration Yates had with me may have been heavily tinged with sexual tension. I sort of loved that.

      Realization turned his eyes dark gray as he let out a small curse, sitting down in a chair across from me before pinning me with a look and running a hand through his hair. I could see his mind moving a million miles an hour, and I was truly wondering what was going to win out here.

      “You haven’t signed any HR documents yet, right? My dad didn’t send them?”

      Oh my, he was making this ten times funnier.

      “I mean… I haven’t signed anything, but if I feel uncomfortable, I may complain or quit.” I bit my lip to hide my laughing.

      He narrowed his eyes, his gaze jumping down to my lips before he tilted his head up, seeming to be really having a tough time choosing between whatever this was between us and his plan to monitor me. If the man had wanted to spend time with me, he hadn’t needed to go to all this trouble. Although, to be fair, I would have given him way more crap if he had just asked outright.

      I still would have showed up, though.

      “So, you either work here every day and I can’t touch you, or you don’t do this job and I can touch you? Am I understanding this correctly?”

      “I presume you will pick the first,” I mused and then continued, “Can’t imagine why you would want the ability to touch me. Plus, conflict of interest with employees can get messy, I’ve heard. I mean, can we even hang out after work then?”

      Yates’s gaze filled with a flash of amusement, and I could feel the tone shift as a small, wicked smile broke onto his lips. I knew that I was screwed. Any time Yates looked that confident, it meant he was up to something, and he almost always was successful. It was a shame that we couldn’t act like we hated one another anymore, though… it had been sort of fun. Maybe we could still pretend.

      Yates stood, rounding the desk before turning sharply and leaning over me. My cheeks heated as I shifted slightly, not letting my eyes dip to where I was almost positive he was hard. My fingers dug into the arm of the chair as his warm, familiar scent wrapped around me. A small sound broke from my throat as he captured my chin, his eyes filled with heat and cockiness.

      “Say it.” His demand had me letting out a small, amused hum.

      “Say what?” I wanted him to say it first. To say what we were both thinking and address the elephant in the room. Clear the air. He could also clear the space between us with a hard kiss. I wasn’t picky.

      His smile grew. “Say it, bunny.”

      “Say what?” I mused, my fingers running up his chest as I tugged on his tie. A small shudder worked its way through him as his hands tightened on the chair enough that it groaned. I couldn’t lie, him over me like this? It had me shifting my legs open slightly, wanting him to be as close to me as possible.

      “Say that you want me to kiss you,” he demanded softly, his voice edged in a dark tone. I swallowed, losing my confidence as I squeezed my thighs together, unable to help the way my nipples tightened against my shirt, his gaze flashing down my frame as he offered me an amused, heated smile.

      “Why would I want you to kiss me?” I asked somewhat breathlessly.

      “Dahlia…” he warned, his voice running over me like honey as my toes curled.

      I shook my head as I tried to lean back, but it turned out Yates wasn’t really asking. In a second flat, I was lifted out of the chair and put onto the desk as he stepped between my legs, spreading them open without invitation. I moaned slightly as his lips seared mine in a rough, demanding, almost frenzied kiss that had my heart turning into a hummingbird.

      It was impossible to compare to the others’ kisses, because each was so different. This had a wild and rough edge that I hadn’t expected, and I found myself wanting to pull him down on top of me so I could feel his weight between my legs. I gripped his hair hard enough that he let out a deep growl, his fingers biting into my thighs as they wrapped around his hips. Sugar exploded in my mouth as his tongue brushed my own, making my head spin in a dizzying, almost high-like effect.

      How had we gone so long without kissing? Holy smokes. Our first kiss had been nothing like this, and I honestly wasn’t positive how I had been missing out on this for so long.

      My lips felt bruised as he finally pulled back, his hair messy and his silver eyes bright and dilated as he continued to look at me, his breathing rough and uneven. Good lord. I had no idea what to do about this. I found myself wanting to kiss him again. And again.

      “I really shouldn’t work here,” I breathed out as he nodded sharply, his gaze almost wild.

      “I couldn’t agree more, no idea what I was thinking.” He groaned, putting his head against my collarbone, and I smiled as I tightened my legs around him. Was now the time to remind him he wanted to be a nosy bastard?

      “You aren’t allowed out in this outfit again, ever.” He nipped my neck as I let out a small moan, nodding before I had a chance to stop myself. Ugh. I was going to make sure to wear it now. He had to know that.

      Before he could say anything else, a knock on the door had both of us freezing momentarily before coming to our senses, Yates easily plopping me back down on the chair and adjusting his suit coat, still looking completely out of sorts. I almost laughed, because as he tried to hide his massive hard-on, his gaze narrowed on me, letting me know I was going to be in trouble for taking amusement in his pain.

      What? How was that my fault! Probably wouldn’t be as painful if he wasn’t as big… I should tell him that.

      No. He would love that way too much.

      Yates leaned against the desk and called out ‘come in’ as the door opened to reveal Mr. Carter. My face turned bright red as I squeaked out a ‘hi,’ making him chuckle and offer Yates a look that almost seemed knowing.

      Did he know? Oh god.

      Yates inhaled sharply before blurting out, “Dahlia and I have decided she is going to focus on her classes at Silver Oak instead of working here.”

      Mr. Carter let out an actual laugh before shaking his head. “Yeah, that sounds about right. Is that okay with you, Dahlia?”

      “Yep,” I popped the ‘p’ as Yates flashed a small smile at my blush.

      His father nodded. “Why don’t you both take off. I have to finish up a few things here before we leave for this trip. I’m closing the office for the week.”

      Before I could be polite and ask about the prep for the trip, Yates was already ushering me through the door as I shouted out a ‘goodbye’ to his amused father. I pulled my purse against me as I tried to not smile at the way Yates was practically picking me up to leave.

      Crap. Did we need a story for the parents? Or did they not actually know?

      I was pressed up against my car suddenly, in front of the office where I was sure others could see us, as Yates kissed me so damn hard I actually wondered if he was trying to fuse us together. When he pulled back, he offered me a grumpy scowl.

      “You aren’t allowed to come to my office anymore, either,” he grumbled, opening up the passenger seat and taking the key from my purse before I slipped in. He tugged the seatbelt across me as I smirked, then closed the door gently and nearly stomped around the damn car. I was openly laughing as he finally got in.

      “I thought this was going to be my office also?” I mused.

      I think it was possible I had broken Yates. He was muttering under his breath and shaking his head as we drove home. My smile only grew as I found Dermot and Kingston playing basketball in Kingston’s driveway. Now that was a sight a girl could appreciate. Both men were in just athletic shorts, completely shirtless.

      How did they have abs that hard? They were perfect. This was unfair. King was more lean and cut than Dermot, but the latter was like a freakin’ mountain. Goodness gracious. I just couldn’t handle these men.

      Yates pulled into King’s driveway, and I smiled as he walked around the car and lifted me out before kissing the hell out of me. I stood, shocked as he got back in my car, drove it next door, parked it, and stormed across King’s yard towards his house. I was laughing so hard that I was nearly crying.

      “Where are you going?!” King yelled at him.

      Yates turned with a frustrated expression. “I need some time away from bunny. I’ll be back out. Dahlia, go change out of that shit, now.” I was holding my center and laughing hard enough that I had to wave away tears that were threatening to form.

      Dermot tilted his head. “Is he going to jerk off or some shit?”

      “Stop,” I gasped, clutching my stomach. “I can’t.”

      His reaction was so extreme! I couldn’t help but laugh. But was he? I wouldn’t have minded watching that… Lord. What was wrong with me?

      “Christ, Dahlia,” Kingston chuckled, “what did you do to the man?”

      I inhaled and tried to stop laughing, barely managing to get any words out. “I simply pointed out to him the various reasons why me being an employee of his could be a problem.”

      “Brilliant,” Dermot barked out a laugh.

      Kingston smiled, wrapped an arm around my waist, and kissed the side of my head. In the distance, a sudden rumble had me looking over my shoulder as I realized that it appeared it may rain, the humidity slowly growing as the day wore on.

      “Movie night? Looks like a storm is coming in,” King suggested, tossing the basketball into the net easily. I tried to not appreciate their bodies too much.

      “Could be fun.” I nodded, thinking of torturing Yates still, then turned towards them fully. “Actually, do we know when the parents are going on their trip?”

      “I think tomorrow morning.” Dermot shrugged. “That’s what your mom said,” he added, directing his comment to King.

      “Sweet,” I chimed as I began walking to my house next door. “Give me a few! I’ll be back over—I need to change out this outfit before someone loses their head again.”

      “Don’t change on our account,” King smirked.

      Dermot’s gaze ran over me, and I wondered what he saw before he had me smiling. “Yates can deal with it.”

      “But I can’t deal with wearing these heels,” I explained, laughing.

      Walking back towards my house, I couldn’t help but feel a warm sense of satisfaction at the look he had offered me. Did I know what to do about those feelings? Absolutely not.
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      Our movie night was less of a night and more of an afternoon. King hadn’t been wrong, and the storm had progressed fairly quickly, leaving me in Dermot’s family room once again, squeezed between King and his cousin. Yates, who had joined us around an hour later, was sitting in a nearby armchair, offering me narrowed yet heated gazes. I continued to pretend to ignore him… until I couldn’t anymore. As in, I went into the kitchen to get a water bottle and found myself pinned against the counter by Yates, his length hard and pressed against my ass.

      “What are you doing?” I mused, tilting my head back as he wrapped a hand around my throat and examined my expression.

      “Just needed to touch you again,” he muttered as if disappointed in himself. I’d been about to tease him, but when a crack of thunder sounded, I had not only screamed and jumped, but also hit him right in the jaw with my head. I felt so bad, and he sulked like a puppy until I managed to wiggle myself into his lap while we finished the movie, my fingers brushing over his jaw soothingly.

      I think he had felt moderately better, considering he literally fell asleep against my chest, making me wonder how long he’d been up the night before.

      After a few hours, my phone rang, signaling that my mom wanted me home for dinner. The boys had complained, but I reminded them that our parents would be gone for around two weeks. Something that had made them way too happy. I made my way back to the house to find absolute packing chaos.

      I realized fairly quickly that my mom had just wanted company while she packed, so I sat comfortably on their massive California King bed while she flitted between the closet and the suitcase. My dad came home a bit later, and after a light dinner, we had a little game night that had me appreciating and already missing them.

      When they decided to turn in for the night, I’d made my way back to my room and realized that I had no idea what to do with the rest of my evening. I mean, I had to assume the boys were spending time with their parents, so that left me way too much alone time. I scrolled through my phone, feeling relieved that I didn’t have any more messages.

      It also made me worried… the silence was unusual, to say the least.

      Plus, I had bigger questions on the top of my mind. What did all of this mean for our future? I mean, they weren’t sneaking around one another about their feelings. It made me almost a bit nervous, because this wasn’t a normal relationship. We couldn’t break up… the only option besides not being together was staying together, for what? Forever? I swallowed, feeling like this was getting more and more serious as the minutes passed. Shaking myself, I opened my balcony and stepped out on the stone surface, my gaze tracking a familiar head of dark hair.

      He was wearing basketball shorts and a hoodie, his hair damp from the rain that was slowing down to a drizzle. It was past sunset, and the dark blue hue to the skies cast a shadowed light on him as he walked towards his motorcycle.

      “Stratton!” I called out. His gaze snapped up, both warm and with measured sadness. Yeah, I needed to fix this as soon as possible.

      “Angel face,” he said, pausing and tucking his hands into his hoodie, his lips pressing into an unbelievable smile.

      “Where are you going?” I asked curiously.

      “Out to the quarry,” he responded easily. “I’ve got a fight tonight.”

      Bingo.

      “Good luck,” I commented softly. He flashed me an authentic smile before tugging up his hood and going to his motorcycle. I watched as he pulled out of the driveway and instantly turned back into my room, closing the balcony doors and going to my dresser. I pulled on a large, oversized hoodie that would no doubt make me feel overheated, but I’d rather be hot than seen.

      I pulled my hair back into a loose braid and tucked my phone and wallet into my backpack as I slipped on dark tennis shoes with my leggings. I smiled eagerly, feeling a little bit like a spy.

      It was exciting, even if that was corny as hell.

      Sneaking out was easy enough, but I wasn’t worried about my parents—I knew they would assume I was going to hang with the boys. I closed the garage door and quietly pulled out of the driveway, hoping like heck that none of the boys were watching. I mean, it wasn’t exactly a secret that I was going to the fight… but I knew they wouldn’t be pleased.

      They would demand that they come with, and I knew I needed to do this alone. Breathing out a sigh of relief as I pulled through the gates of Wildberry Lane without being intercepted, I began driving towards the quarry he mentioned, no doubt by accident. I had assumed that was where the fight was—I had done enough research to figure out where he was disappearing to—but it was nice to have confirmation so that there was no confusion. I didn’t want to be driving around like an idiot.

      I mean, I had no doubt in my mind that this was an idiotic idea. But it was also my best chance to prove to Stratton that I would go out of my way to support him.

      The drive felt like it took forever, my fingers tapping the wheel nervously as I may have pushed the speed limit a bit, really wanting to get there. I finally saw my turn, and my car jolted slightly over the gravel path as I began to see vehicles parked on the grass outside of the quarry. My eyes widened at the large amount of people and the drinking and partying that I could already see going on, in just the parking lot.

      Tailgating at a fight? Alright, I guess that made sense.

      I parked away from everyone and in a dark enough corner that my car wouldn’t stand out, then slipped from my car and pulled my hood up. I let out a small surprised gasp as I began to move through crowds of people towards the quarry. My eyes widened at a couple that was… well, they were fucking on top of their car as some others watched, most people ignoring them. The grunts coming from their rather athletic movements had my skin breaking out in chills, both because, I mean, they were having sex in plain sight, which was surprising, but also because it left a charged sensation in the air. I was glad, suddenly, that I had worn such a shapeless outfit.

      I had no urge to get involved in any of this. I was here for one reason. Stratton.

      I had no idea how this was going to go, and I worried it could go the exact opposite of how I hoped. Stratton could end up being really pissed at me. But what other option did I have? I wanted him in my life, even if only as a friend, so this was the way I would prove it. I would take the ‘dark’ and ‘dirty’ side of this life, even if it was more dangerous. I knew he believed that actions spoke louder than words, so I was hoping he understood this message really clearly.

      Because if I came again, I was so bringing some of the guys. I was out of my element here.

      I knew I was nearing the ring when the rock music began blasting from a speaker and the scent of cigarette smoke and pot filled the space around me. I tried to keep my expression neutral as I ignored the energy around me, both aggressive and angry in nature. I am sure it was justified in their mind, but it was very off-putting. I pushed forward to where the land dipped as cheering started, finding myself at the front of a ring, my eyes widening at the people around me betting and screaming loudly. I put my hands over my ears as I squinted through the construction lights that flooded the space, making every speck of dry blood on the mat visible.

      It was a bit difficult to focus on any of that, though… no, I was completely focused on Stratton Lee. Holy hell.

      His massive, muscular chest was gleaming with sweat as he stood at the edge of the ring, his hands taped and eyes focused on the other large man across from him. An announcer was talking about placing bets, and I found myself gravitating closer, hating that he had no one in his corner like the other man. I wasn’t worried about Stratton—he was clearly good at fighting, and honestly rather terrifying right now—but I still found myself wanting to be as close to him as possible.

      The energy radiating off him was almost unnatural. It was lethal and dominating as he moved his muscles, his tattoos shifting with them, and cracked his neck. I was really torn between telling him to put on a shirt—because I could literally feel other women staring at him—or crawling on the stage myself and attacking him.

      “Alright, you filthy bastards!” the announcer’s voice echoed through the space. “Place your final bets before we begin the round. Remember, it’s three rounds, two out of three wins the overall prize.”

      I didn’t listen to whatever else the man was spouting, because I could see Stratton’s entire energy shift as he went from his normal temperamental brooding expression to something far colder. Where on earth was his head at right now?

      I wasn’t positive I wanted to know.

      The bell rang, and my head snapped to the center of the mat. Round one began and was over before I even knew it, my mouth popping open as Stratton knocked the man onto his back with several hits. Everyone exploded with excitement as I found myself bouncing slightly, feeding off the energy. I could feel bodies pushing against me, but they were easy enough to ignore, honestly.

      Well, until some chick literally elbowed me and said, “Get the fuck out of my way.” Loudly. I scowled at her and looked back at the ring.

      Oh no.

      Stratton’s blazing blue eyes were locked right on me, and I felt myself shrink back slightly. Crap. I had no idea what to call the expression on his face, but it was filled with heat and a not so little bit of anger and concern. The bell rang again, and something in him seemed to snap into place.

      In a fast movement, the guy who had been trying to advance on him was knocked out cold. Okay then. That was it.

      The crowd went wild, those who had bet two matches on Stratton clearly thrilled. I watched as he grabbed the envelope from the announcer and made his way to the edge of the ring in a predatory movement. That was right about when a logical sense of fear hit me, and I backed up slightly, his gaze never leaving mine. Some chick tried to grab his arm, but he was over the ring and walking towards me, shaking her off easily.

      Alright, he was pissed. Wow. This may have been a horrible idea.

      “Stratton!” I chimed as he got closer, “So crazy seeing you here, you did so great— crap!” I yelped as he literally scooped me up over his shoulder, my stomach uncomfortably wedged over his muscular frame. I didn’t bother telling him to put me down, though—that’d be a waste of breath.

      I deflated slightly as he walked ahead, the noise dying down with each step. Wherever we were going, we’d be somewhat alone. Let’s hope he wasn’t mad enough to kill me, because at this rate there would be no witnesses.

      I was suddenly plopped down onto a bench as I looked around, realizing we were on one side of the park, far away from the match now. Who would have guessed they had a park here? Fascinating.

      “Angel.” Stratton’s low, rumbling tone had me looking at him as I offered a small, hopefully innocent, smile.

      “Hey you, Mr. Winner,” I teased, punching him lightly in the shoulder, hoping he wouldn’t actually be mad at me.

      Stratton crouched down so that we were face to face as he searched my expression. Whatever anger had been there before was now gone, replaced by something far more delicate, and I had the urge to protect that. See? This was the reason I was here.

      “It is very dangerous here, Dahlia, way more than you realize,” he said softly. “The gang I was talking about? They aren’t here tonight. But you being here is going to reach them, angel. This entire place is infested with fuckers that only care about one or two things. You shouldn’t be here, you deserve better than this.”

      I straightened and looked him directly in the eye. “I am exactly where I want to be, Stratton.”

      “Why did you show up?” he asked, his eyes darting across my face as if trying to find the truth there. I couldn’t help what spilled out of my mouth next.

      “Because that’s what people who love one another do. They support one another. I know you think you have to do everything on your own. But you don’t. I am going to be here no matter what you are going through, no matter what you have or don’t have. None of that matters to me. I just want you. I’m here as long as you want me to be.”

      Please don’t break my heart.

      His blue eyes melted into navy as he kissed the top of my hand that he was now holding. His gaze shot up from my hand to my face as he tilted his head. “Did you say ‘love’?”

      “Did I?” I blinked at him, not knowing how to handle this. “Love, you know, like care for—”

      I sighed into a light, almost hesitant kiss that Stratton laid on my lips, my fingers brushing over his jaw. His large hands ran down my waist, cupping my ass as he tugged me forward so that I was completely wedged against him, our kiss showing our mutual dependence. It was a slow, almost careful kiss, and I could feel how tense he was, as if it was hard for him to keep it like this. I deepended it further, my fingers threading through his hair as he let out a low, almost pained sound in the back of his throat. I shivered, my toes curling as his fingers tightened on me.

      When he pulled back, I offered a small smirk. “I’ll give you that one, but only because you won.”

      He barked out a laugh and shook his head. “Christ, woman, what am I going to do with you?”

      Lots of fun things, I hope…

      “Are you done for the night?” I asked softly. He nodded, looking tired.

      Something seemed to occur to him, because he examined me curiously before asking a question that had my stomach tightening. “Have you eaten today? Be honest.”

      “I had a small smoothie and some dinner with my parents,” I whispered. He nodded, his concern apparent as he pulled me up against him. Despite how lethal he could be in the ring, the man had such a soft emotional spectrum. I absolutely loved it.

      Although, that was literally the only part of him that was soft… the only part.

      “Do you want to meet me back at the house? I’m going to order delivery. MeMaw will probably want something later—she sleeps a lot during the day lately.”

      “Yeah.” I squeezed his hand as we began walking back towards the ring. I had so many questions, and I wanted to ask him about being in my room, but when he tugged my hood up and wrapped an arm around me, I decided they could wait. Voices rose around us, and people congratulated him as he grabbed his jacket and walked me towards the parking lot. I pointed out where I was parked and only tugged my hood back down when we were far enough away from everyone. My brows raised as we passed his bike, making me realize we had actually parked close to one another. I hadn’t even meant to do that.

      I scowled as he put on his hoodie, but when he tucked the money in his wallet, I kept my gaze on his face, noticing that he looked more stressed than ever before. I wanted to fix that so bad. His hands came up as he gently held my face, his thumbs running over my cheeks, making me melt into him.

      “Next time,” he spoke softly, “if you want to come to a match, we can try to figure something out. But not by yourself. You practically sent me into cardiac arrest seeing you jostled about in that damn crowd.”

      See! That man was a total sweetheart.

      “Deal,” I promised.

      Grabbing the keys from my pocket, he unlocked the door and opened it, pressing a kiss to my lips before letting me get into the car. I buckled myself in as he watched me expectantly and closed the door, walking towards his motorcycle. I smiled slightly, noticing that his helmet was hanging from his handlebars. Thank the lord for that.

      As I began to drive home, I realized my instincts had been right.

      This had fixed and fundamentally changed something.
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      Mark my words, Dahlia was going to be the death of me.

      I shook my head, following her on my bike as the humid night air blasted across my hoodie, making me wish I had worn something lighter At least I hadn’t forgotten my goddamn helmet this time—I swear, Dahlia would have killed me yesterday if she hadn’t already been so upset with me. Was it wrong that I loved how much she worried about me? Probably.

      I frowned, knowing I needed to start keeping the helmet I bought for Dahlia with me, because even watching her drive was making me a nervous wreck. She wasn’t a bad driver at all, but I preferred her in a controlled environment when it came to her safety. Like on the back of my bike. Maybe I needed to consider getting another car. One that was safer so that when we went places… I needed to stop myself.

      The woman was clearly driving me to the point of madness. Not that that was anything new. She had always had that type of effect on me. An irrational one.

      I couldn’t believe she had gotten in her hundred thousand dollar car and drove out to the goddamn quarry to see my fight. After I told her not to. After I told her to stay away from me. The woman was so goddamn stubborn, and of course I found that more attractive than anything else, which showed that there was something severely wrong with me.

      Despite the fear of seeing her jostled around in the crowd, I’d felt a surge of motivation, knocking the bastard I was fighting out just so I could get to her. The cold rage that I normally felt had been replaced almost instantly by the overwhelming desire to not only have Dahlia by my side but to keep her protected. I knew that I was failing in most regards after tonight, and that was just a loss I was going to have to handle.

      I had tried so hard to be a good guy.

      To be truthful with her. To keep my distance. To explain why I would never be good enough. All while I suffered in silence, needing her with a fucking irrational lust, to just feel her in my arms. To feel her lips against my own. For years, fucking years, I’d felt this way, and yet when I expressed all of this to her, warned her… she just didn’t care.

      She didn’t care what I thought was best, and it had me wanting to take her over my goddamn knee and punish her for being so fucking reckless. It also made me want to get down on my knees and wrap my arms around her, begging her to say that she really meant what she had slipped out earlier. That she loved me.

      Her bright green gaze, almost a jade shade, had pinned me with a frustrated expression as she told me flat out that nothing I had said changed her opinion of me. Her feelings about me. Feelings that I couldn’t even process, let alone express myself, considering it would probably come out in a blurted, awkward jumble.

      But fine. I sure as hell wasn’t going to give her up now, and I was probably going to take anything she was willing to give me. I had tried so hard, for so long, that I felt weak in the presence of her determination and insistence. I couldn’t fight this any longer. I needed her, and if she wanted to fight against my best intentions, I would be all too happy to make it easy on her.

      I just hoped she realized what she had started. Most days I felt like the luckiest sonofabitch alive to even be living next to her, just getting to see her every damn day, so the idea of getting to kiss and touch her… it was overwhelming. It was also far more like my ideal paradise than I would ever admit.

      As we made the turn towards Wildberry Lane, I fought back the memory of seeing her in the grocery store yesterday morning, the guilt of the entire situation making the air around me thicken as I tried to breathe through it. I knew I had been trying to do what I assumed was the right thing, but all I had done was fuck up. Now I was in the touchy position of figuring out how to protect her from the people I knew who would go after her. She had forced my hand, and now I couldn’t leave her alone. I had to keep her safe, because mark my words, they would know by tonight that I’d been bullshitting in the store.

      The bastards shouldn’t have even been there. I hadn’t been lying to her—those men were dangerous. Not the most dangerous out of all the possible options, but I knew who they reported to. The Denim Moths were a motorcycle gang from two towns over with a reputation for bringing narcotics across town lines and operating a prostitution ring in the city. I knew that they had probably been in town selling, especially since they were so low down in the chain, but there was an equal possibility they were trying to figure out a way to distract me.

      Especially considering I kept beating the absolute shit out of the men they sent to fight. I also knew it bothered them that I had rejected their offer to ‘join’ their group time and time again. I hadn’t been rude about it, but I had also made it clear that I didn’t have time for that shit.

      They also were well aware that despite where I lived, I was broke. In fact, they were probably the only people I reiterated it to so that they didn’t think they could use me for financial gain. If I had that ability, I wouldn’t have been in that damn ring to begin with. At least, not every other goddamn night.

      That place was a cesspool.

      They were greedy bastards, though, so if they saw Dahlia as a way to distract me and make me lose, then I had no doubt they would put her in danger. They also may find a way to successfully cut off my ability to make any significant amount of money if I had to stop going there.

      Fuck.

      I had no idea how to handle this bullshit.

      I wish I could tell you that my concern was strong enough to push her away.

      It wasn’t, and when I had seen the tears in her eyes as she fled from the store, I’d known she had heard the line of bull I’d fed them. If anyone was following or being needy, it was me after her. I was just so tired of trying to keep my distance, and my last stand had been telling her that I couldn’t be with her, be her friend or anything else, in her bedroom. I’d been so desperate to apologize and beg her to forgive me. To tell her how I loved her.

      When I’d left, it had taken all my strength.

      I had no excuse for sleeping in her bedroom last night. There was a broken part of my psyche that would always associate Dahlia with the comfort that she provided after I’d lost both my parents at such a young age. I could remember the sensation of her arms wrapped around me as I laid there sobbing in the dark, not understanding how they were just gone.

      Day after day, I had started to associate my healing with her. Which was probably when I not only realized I loved her, but that I would forever be chasing after her.

      After tossing and turning last night, I’d climbed up to her room, pissed she had left her balcony doors unlocked but feeling lucky that I could sneak in and sleep on the couch. Not only keeping my eye on her but also basking in her presence. I had nearly joined her in bed, but when the dawn light had broken across the room, I’d woken and stared at her like a total creep until she started stirring.

      I should have told her that I’d been there, but I didn’t want to scare her. Something told me it may freak her out.

      Letting out a small grunt, I realized that there were some overdue discussions that needed to be had. I wasn’t dumb—if I wanted to have Dahlia in my life, I knew without a doubt that I would have to talk to King and explain to my best friend why I’d been such a goddamn bastard. I knew they were pissed, and I deserved that.

      I just had to figure out how I was going to explain to them that I was not only broke but that I was attempting to fix a problem that I hadn’t created. Shame washed over me as I let out a tired sigh, rolling through the gates that opened to let both of us through. I nearly rolled my eyes, seeing Kingston standing in the middle of the cul-de-sac with Yates, the twins, and his cousin.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised by that.

      The group of them had a serious problem.

      Like I was any better.

      Throughout most of high school, I had kept away from Dahlia and my friends. Partly because of what had been going on with my family, but also largely because I didn’t trust myself around Dahlia. At all. When my emotions started changing for her, and the physical reaction I had to her evolved from a warm affection to something far more frustrating… I knew I needed to keep my distance. I didn’t have the same level of control as the others.

      Even now I didn’t trust myself around her. Besides not being good enough for her and not controlled enough… there was something I wanted from my angel that I knew I could never ask for. Something that I didn’t deserve.

      She was like this beautifully stunning sculpture that I was bound to shatter, but it didn’t stop me from wanting to do it anyway. To hold her tight enough that she broke apart in my arms. My urge to keep her on a pedestal was in direct contrast to the dark, debased shit that I fantasized about doing to her. It made no sense. I didn’t deserve it, but all I wanted, more than anything, was Dahlia’s absolute and complete submission.

      I wanted to do things to her that I knew should scare her, and I couldn’t help it.

      I would just need to keep it together, keep her safe and love her like she deserved to be loved. I should be lucky to have her in my life instead of thinking of all the shit I wanted from her. That was the issue with Dahlia. I was always pushing for more. It would never be enough. It was a clawing, desperate, almost feral need.

      When we were in school, I had consistently kept an eye on her while trying to maintain my distance. It had literally been painful to see her walking around all day, smiling at people who didn’t deserve it, while I was forced to stay away. To not touch her. Not to mention how hard it had been this past summer when I’d woken up to the goddamn angelic sight of her stretched out in scraps of fabric by the pool, practically naked. I don’t think I had been soft or not frustrated for months.

      Even her name got me hard. It was ridiculous.

      But now that wasn’t a problem anymore. I was done fighting it.

      I pulled into my driveway, killing my bike and taking off my helmet as she parked her car between our two houses and stepped out of the vehicle, flashing me a small smile and offering a sleepy little yawn. God, she was adorable.

      “Where the hell have you been?!” Yates snarled, clearly trying to keep his voice down as I walked towards her. I offered King a nod in greeting, his gaze on mine with curiosity, but he didn’t seem pissed, just concerned. He knew I would never put her in danger. At least not on purpose. Whether her little ass listened to me or not was a different story.

      “Oh, don’t you yell at me!” she chided while scowling as he wrapped his arms around her. I knew things had been changing lately—I could feel it—and it almost felt like a divine intervention that I’d finally given into her, because I didn’t want to be left out of her life. That realization had me knowing I had never truly planned on staying away in the first place.

      “She showed up at one of my fights,” I drew easily as Dahlia groaned, scowling at me while looking skyward with frustration.

      “What the f-fuck?” Lincoln demanded as I offered him a look. Obviously, I hadn’t fucking invited her.

      “I snuck out,” Dahlia voiced as they all looked at her with wide eyes. “He didn’t even know.”

      “You fight?” Dermot asked curiously. I offered a sharp nod as he seemed to absorb that before nodding with interest, his eyes going back to Dahlia. She was offering the twins and King a ‘so what?’ look that was sassy enough my cock twitched. Fucking hell. Yates stared at her with a stupid smile that he immediately hid when she looked up at him. Fucking psycho.

      “Why?” King demanded. “Why wouldn’t you tell us?”

      “I had something I needed to handle by myself,” Dahlia explained, putting up her chin, making me almost sigh like a stupid lovesick idiot.

      “Handle yourself?” Sterling mused, his eyes lighting up as Yates tilted her chin up and offered her an incredulous expression.

      “Yes, I do handle things on my own sometimes.” She grinned and then looked at them. “You asked why I went?”

      “Yes,” King growled, looking more confused than anything.

      Suddenly, my phone buzzed, and I looked down at it, noting that the food delivery was at our gate. Dahlia spun out of Yates’s grip and moved past me, tossing back a comment that was far more serious than her tone implied.

      “Stratton wouldn’t accept my feelings for him, so I came to cheer him on. I needed a way to prove to him that I didn’t give a rat’s ass about money or anything like that. Now he knows how I feel, and he promised he isn’t going to keep being distant, right?”

      “Right, angel.” I shook my head, unable to hold in my laugh. She flashed me a smile that made it worth it as Lincoln jogged after her, probably not wanting her to go grab the delivery food alone. I nearly went to help but then realized this was the perfect moment to talk to the others.

      “What the hell happened?” King demanded, quietly but sharply. “You could have told us what was going on this entire time, and you just what? Decided not to?”

      Ah, it was clear that Dahlia had filled him in on what was occurring. Honestly, that didn’t even surprise me. Saved me from having to bite the bullet and admit that I was goddamn broke as shit.

      I grunted and put my head back. “I don’t know what you want me to say. MeMaw got sick, and I realized we were totally fucked financially. You know I like to handle shit on my own. But I was always there when you guys needed me over the years.”

      “Burying a body isn’t the same thing as having a beer together,” Sterling countered, narrowing his gaze. He had a fair point.

      “I have it handled,” I muttered, thinking about the slow process of rebuilding the family company. We had filed for bankruptcy and brought it down to bare bones, so there was still a lot of work to be done.

      “You could have at least come to me for the legal shit,” Yates grumbled.

      I nodded, knowing I could have but had still chosen not to. Before I could say anything, Dahlia walked back over with Lincoln, making me smile.

      “It doesn’t really matter anymore. I tried to push her away, and she pushed back. I am too fucking exahusted to fight that shit anymore.”

      Kingston chuckled. “It probably helped that I outed all of us for being in love with her.”

      Sterling frowned. “Cool, King. It’s not like I would have fucking wanted to tell her that first or anything.”

      “I didn’t mind,” Yates pointed out, smiling. “She’s not ready for everything I have to say to her.”

      I fucking bet so. Yates had way too many secrets revolving around the extent he’d gone to watch over Dahlia. I didn’t need to talk to him daily to know that. He had only gotten worse over the years.

      “Dermot?” Dahlia’s sing-song voice broke through our conversation.

      “What’s up, lass?” he asked.

      “Can we finish watching the second movie at your house? I’m all hyped up and not tired at all.” She swung the bag of the food as I smiled at the way her eyes darted over everyone. It was very clear she was indeed hyped up right now. Almost giddy.

      I pinned her with a look. “You’re sitting down and eating with me before we do anything.” She needed to eat.

      “Fine,” she sighed dramatically, going to walk towards my house as I smiled at the way she took directions. Fuck. I loved that shit.

      “Well, that’s good at least,” Lincoln pointed out.

      “Give us an hour,” I said, walking backwards. “Whose house?”

      “Dermot’s place.” King nodded towards the recent purchase. I had a feeling why Kingston had bought it, but fuck—we hadn’t talked about any of that in years. Well, at least not with me.

      King spoke again. “Glad you’re back, Stratton.”

      “It’s been a bit.” I exchanged a look with him as I finally gave a small smile.

      “Oh, by the way,” he grinned, “the interior decorator is coming sometime this week.”

      I’d been right. I barked out a laugh as I realized he truly planned to make ‘Dermot’s’ house the one we had always talked about. The one where we would all live. With Dahlia. As a family.

      “Hey, MeMaw!” Dahlia’s sweet voice rang out as I entered our comfortable home. The scene I walked into had me smiling.

      Our living room wasn’t as modern or luxurious as some of the others’, but it was home. In size, it was quite large, but it retained a homey, warm quality. Right now, the family room was lit up with warm lights as my grandma sat on the couch talking to Dahlia, dressed as if it was two in the afternoon rather than ten at night. Despite her being sick, she dressed up every single day.

      I think it was a habit, but she seemed happy that way, so who was I to suggest changing that? Plus, it was something familiar. MeMaw was the only family I had anymore, and I don’t know if I could handle a change from that right now. My eyes ran over Dahlia, who sat talking animatedly with her, smiling as my grandma spoke, squeezing her hand as they laughed about something. I didn’t even realize I was staring until she was looking up at me.

      “What are you doing?” MeMaw frowned. “Come on, can’t you tell this poor girl is hungry? Look how tiny she is!”

      “Yeah, Stratton,” Dahlia teased, offering me a little wink.

      This woman. I swear she was going to kill me.

      As I took out the delivery from a local restaurant, Dahlia went to go get drinks, despite my protests. MeMaw stared at me with a smile as she left, until I finally met her gaze and offered a literal grunt, knowing why she was looking at me like that. I had never kept it a secret from her how I felt about Dahlia. She was literally the only person I could tell.

      “So you and Dahlia are spending time together again?” she pressed. Despite her formal questioning, I could see the amusement, and I knew she probably found all of this hilarious.

      “Yes.” I set down several containers. “We are.”

      My grandma nodded, “Good. Don’t mess this up, boy. Dahlia is the marrying type of woman. You treat her right.”

      “I know, MeMaw,” I chuckled as Dahlia came back into the room.

      I knew far more than she realized. MeMaw wasn’t wrong—Dahlia Aldridge was the marrying type. She was also the loving, obsessing type of woman I couldn’t stop thinking about. Oh, let’s not forget about the type of woman that I wanted to fuck. Hard. All the goddamn time. She was just my type, my personal brand of drug.

      Sitting down, I didn’t eat much as I listened to them talk and watched her eat. She managed to get down most of her pasta, seeming to not be fully focused on it. A part of my soul settled at that, feeling like she had let me take care of her. I needed that. I needed her to be healthy.

      I had been keeping tabs on the situation through Yates, who, despite not pushing me on my situation, managed to run into me once a week and give me an update. I had almost lost my shit when I found out someone had been bullying her. I was just glad they were looking out for her as well, because I clearly hadn’t gotten my shit together enough to do it properly.

      “I’m going to shower before we head over to Dermot’s,” I announced as I stood and stretched my arms up. Dahlia nodded, her eyes flickering with heat before my grandma asked her something. I shook my head, nearly groaning as I tried to not look at the way her lips pulled into a smile. Goddamn it. I literally could get a hard-on from her smile. Walking up the stairs, I cursed, trying to think of anything besides her hot frame and sexy mouth.

      Stripping down, I locked my bedroom door and walked in the bathroom, looking over my tattoos in the mirror. How long would it be until she realized the extent of my obsession? Would she be rightfully freaked out?

      Right on my heart, buried within other dark symbols, was a dahlia flower.

      On my sixteenth birthday, I’d gone into the city and booked an appointment at a shady fucking place that did good work and didn’t question my age. It was my favorite piece of ink, and every moment of pain had reaffirmed just how much I felt for her.

      Hopefully she wouldn’t think I was a complete psycho when she saw it.

      Or she would. Either way, nothing I could do about it now.

      Stepping under the hot water, I tried to ignore the urge to call her up here just to show her how hard she made me. My cock pulsed in my hand as I considered stroking myself off, but I knew it would feel cheap compared to being inside of her. After I’d tasted her lips, I knew nothing in my imagination could ever compare. I had been relying on those thoughts for years to find some relief, and now I knew I just needed the real thing. It was the only option. So yeah, I was tempted to call her up here to show her just what she did to me.

      How much she made me want her.

      How much I wanted her kneeling in front of me as I felt her hot mouth on my cock as I gripped her hair tight enough that her eyes teared up and she gagged on me.

      Holy shit. I needed to get out of here.

      Moving my thoughts from that to the fight, I was able to work myself down to where I was only sporting a semi. I finished cleaning off and changed into a pair of fresh shorts and a shirt, wondering if it was going to be weird hanging out with all of them again. I nearly rolled my eyes at that. No, I knew it wouldn’t be, and that was what had made it so difficult to walk away from all this in the first place.

      At the end of the day, they were like my brothers. True family.

      As I got downstairs, I frowned, finding my grandma watching the news, the table cleared.

      “Where is she?” I asked, not wanting her out of my sight.

      “Kitchen!” my grandma called, smiling. Yeah, yeah, I sucked at hiding my feelings, hence why I had avoided my angel like the goddamn plague so she didn’t realize how crazy I was about her.

      As I entered the kitchen, I couldn’t help but pause and watch. Dahlia was humming and putting away items in the fridge, twirling on her toes with each movement. Her face was flushed and she looked happy, making me wonder what she was thinking about.

      Maybe it was better I didn’t know. It would probably make me want to pin her onto the kitchen floor and take her.

      “Oh!” Her hand flew to her chest as she snapped her head to me when I let out a small laugh, not ashamed of watching her. “You scared the bejeezus out of me, Stratton.”

      “You didn’t need to clean up,” I noted softly as she walked up to me, intertwining our fingers and leaning her head against my chest.

      “I don’t have to do a lot of things.” She shrugged and led me towards the door. I followed after her like she had a goddamn siren call.

      Hadn’t I said I was the lost fucking pup following her around?

      Yeah, I think we all knew the truth of the situation here.
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      Sweat dripped down the back of my neck as I brought my arm back and swung the racket forward, sending the ball across the net, my coach running to return the shot. My entire body ached from the last hour of training, and I knew I was going to suffer for this later. The morning sun burned my skin slightly as I felt myself being purged of the nightmare that had terrorized me the night before.

      This was the only way I knew how to center myself.

      This was the only way I knew how to not overthink.

      I had guessed that my happy little high would end, but after returning home last night, it had all come crashing in on me. I’d spent an hour staring up at the ceiling before falling into a series of fitful dreams, one of them featuring Ian’s forceful hands on my skin. Others included far more insidious figures who haunted the edges of my peripheral vision, taunting me and leaving me feeling empty inside. I’d woken up feeling panicked and sick, so I had called up Coach Terry, and here I was.

      After another ten minutes, she called the practice and left me breathing heavily on the court, walking back and forth before stretching my muscles. I’d worn a pair of athletic shorts and a sleeveless polo, knowing I would be out of the club before anyone actually showed up today. Now that it was nearly nine in the morning, if I had to guess, I could tell others were arriving for golf.

      I couldn’t bring myself to drive home just yet.

      After last night, I knew I owed it to my boys to send them a quick message explaining where I would be this morning so they wouldn’t lose their shit. Especially since our parents had left for Italy this morning, leaving me in a massive, empty house. It was only one more reason why everything had felt completely off this morning.

      Forced.

      Heavy.

      Something was wrong in the air, and as I adjusted my ponytail and took a sip from my water bottle, I got the feeling it was about to get ten times worse. Call it instinct, but when the gates of the tennis court opened, I immediately knew it was someone I wasn’t going to want to see. What I hadn’t expected?

      That it would be Max Brooks.

      Both twins were attractive, somewhat, but Max knew he was attractive, and he had this slimy, chauvinistic air to him that had me feeling almost naked in his presence. He was just one of those men. You felt like he was constantly undressing you. I grabbed my water bottle and offered him a head nod as I went to exit the court.

      Of course, he stepped right in my path with a smile.

      “Good morning, Dahlia,” he purred with interest. “You are looking absolutely stunning this morning.”

      “Thanks, Max.” I offered a tight smile, feeling horribly uncomfortable, which wasn’t all that surprising considering who he was as a person.

      “What are you doing here?” He tilted his head, looking over me as his leering smile grew.

      “Just needed to work off some energy,” I explained before continuing, “but I need to get going—”

      “I’m surprised you have any excess energy,” he interrupted, offering a smirk. “Sounds like your needs aren’t being met.”

      Oh, ew.

      I crossed my arms. “No. It really has nothing to do with that, Max.”

      “So you are satisfied with everything in your life?” he mused, his eyes darkening with something I didn’t want to examine.

      “Absolutely,” I hissed, wondering if his sister had sent him here.

      His eyes sparkled with malice. “And how do you handle knowing that the men you love are hiding shit from you?”

      What?

      I swallowed and tilted my head. “I really have no idea what you are talking about, Max, and I don’t have time for this.”

      “Don’t have time to hear about how they are sneaking behind your back and dealing with shady people? Or are you already aware of the bullshit they’re involved in? Bullshit that you are no doubt going to suffer because of,” he pointed out.

      My jaw clenched. “Are we going to stand around chatting all day or can I get past you?”

      His hands went up in an innocent gesture as I slid past him, scowling at the way he moved forward so that his body rubbed against mine. Shaking my head, I walked towards the locker room, needing to get the hell out of here. My gaze snapped towards the entrance of the tennis court complex, where an older gentleman, around my father’s age, walked in.

      “Morning, Dahlia,” he offered formally, his gaze narrowing on his son behind me, who was still lingering in the gate of the court I’d been using.

      “Mr. Brooks.” I offered a polite smile and hurried away from the courts, left with that familiar uncomfortable feeling that his son gave me. Not so much of the creepy element, but just that almost predatorial energy they had. I hated that so goddamn much. Much different than the feeling I had around my boys.

      Max’s darkness didn’t intrigue me in the least.

      After grabbing my bag from the locker room, I went out to the parking lot, feeling oddly exhausted. Maybe I would be able to get back to sleep when I finally got home. I ran a hand through my sweaty hair as I slid into my car and immediately started it up. Maybe I needed to stay the hell away from this damn club. It seemed every time I was here lately, something bad happened.

      I couldn’t tell you how often I’d been tempted to ask my father to ban the Brooks family from the club, but I had no justification, and they were paying good money. That just felt selfish.

      As I pulled into Wildberry Lane, I heard my phone begin to buzz, and I grabbed it, wondering if it would be one of the boys. I felt my face pale, realizing that it was very much not the boys. It was an unknown number.

      I knew this game.

      Without looking, I turned off my phone and let out a small breath of relief, telling myself I would deal with it later. Maybe.

      Parking in the driveway, not having the energy to bother with my dad’s garage security, I began to make my way through the house and dropped my bag in the living room. I filled up my water and slowly dragged myself upstairs, feeling dizzy from dehydration and overworking myself. Suddenly, I could feel every missed meal in the past week, and I could see black spots dotting my vision.

      This… this was expected.

      I’d been on such a high, and I could feel the weight of my anxiety, depression, and overall mess of emotions darkening my day. I sat on the floor of my bedroom, not bothering to lock the door as I tugged off my tennis shoes and laid out on my back looking up at the ceiling.

      I needed to shower.

      I needed to move to bed.

      I even needed to check my phone.

      Instead, I gave into the exhaustion and just let it crawl over me. I would deal with everything when I woke up. That was what I kept telling myself.

      I just should have realized the shit show that would be awaiting me.
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      Something was wrong.

      I didn’t know what, but everything was telling me, from the moment I opened my eyes just seconds ago, that something was wrong. I snapped up in bed and looked around as I tried to figure out why the hell I felt so off.

      Grabbing my phone from the nightstand next to me, I frowned, realizing it was far later than I anticipated. I don’t think I’d ever in my goddamn life slept in, so the feeling of something being ‘off’ was only enhanced by the fact that it was early afternoon.

      A picture of Dahlia stared back at me from my phone screen as I let out a groan of frustration, my cock twitching at the mere sight of her smile. Would I ever not wake up painfully and uncomfortably hard? Somehow I didn’t think so. At least if Dahlia was here, I could satisfy the constant need to be inside of her.

      My thoughts jumped to the dream I’d been pulled out of by this weird feeling, wishing it was far more my reality than this pestering concern that was overtaking my thoughts. I could now imagine exactly what Dahlia would look like pinned to my bed as I fucked her hard enough that all she could do was moan out my name while coming. Before, the notion had just been a fantasy, but after having her underneath me and her lips pressed against mine? Now I knew exactly how amazing it would feel, and the thought alone had me wanting to fucking come. I couldn’t even be embarrassed by that. Although, I would much rather come inside of her, filling her so much that it leaked from between her thighs all day while she sat around in one of her pretty sundresses.

      A groan broke from my throat as I closed my eyes and briefly considered just staying in bed. Maybe she would be concerned and come find me. Then I could trap her here. Forever. Well, at least until our parents returned from their trip.

      What was it, two weeks?

      I felt like that was long enough to make her addicted to what I could do to her body. I would just keep making her come until she passed out, and then do it again.

      When my phone lit up again, I realized I had an unread message from Dahlia to our group, making me frown in concern. Reading her text, I let out a groan, frustrated that she’d left Wildberry Lane without one of us. I used to think she was safe at the club, so my worry normally would have been eased by that… but not anymore.

      A dark, seething rage rolled over me as I closed my eyes, trying to breathe through it so I didn’t start to think again about what had happened this weekend. Dahlia wasn’t fucking safe anywhere. Not without one of us. Not without someone that would kill to protect her. It was sad that we lived and ruled over a town that was filled with such disgusting people.

      Pliable people that had no morals and would do anything you asked of them for the right amount of money. Good thing we had that in spades.

      My feelings towards Dahlia had been slowly growing into something dangerous since the start of high school. I didn’t give a fuck, but she probably should. I ran a hand over my chest, thinking about how my fairly innocent notions of her had turned dark really fast once I realized that there was a possibility that people outside of my brothers and I would want her. I was still as insanely in love with her, but the things I would do to keep her ‘ours’ were fucked. Now, there was this dark and desperate clawing at the center of my chest to possess her. To claim her.

      Leaving this past summer had been damn near impossible, and I had almost cancelled my plans. Hell, I had equally considered kidnapping her on my jet and forcing her to come with me. Jason Aldridge wasn’t someone I particularly wanted to piss off, but I also think that everyone had a very keen understanding of how this was going to work out. Whether they were okay with it or not wasn’t a factor.

      In the end, her safety and how dangerous it was overseas had won out. I wanted Dahlia to be involved in everything I did, if she wanted that, but right now was a delicate transition, and I hadn’t been lying about plausible deniability. As much as I wanted to make Dahlia my queen and sit her on the throne next to me, I knew that would come with dangers that even I wasn’t fully prepared for. Yet.

      The Ross family was involved in dangerous shit, and this summer I had taken the steps necessary to establish myself and how different I planned on running things from my own father. Not that my father was soft in any measure when it came to how he handled shit, but I was an extreme, even for him. It had taken a few… interactions, to say the least, but now no one in the family business had a misunderstanding of who would be in charge when my father decided to officially hand over the reins.

      It had been an exhausting and long summer, and when I’d finally gotten home, I had almost immediately made my way to Dahlia’s house. The instincts I’d had to bury during the summer had all come roaring to the surface the minute I had seen her floating down the stairs. Every part of the darkness that had grown the previous three months had receded enough for me to become the man I knew Dahlia wanted in her life.

      The one that wouldn’t scare the living hell out of her.

      At least that was what I assumed. Although, the more time passed, the more I was realizing that Dahlia’s acceptance of us went far beyond my expectations. Which was good, because I hated the idea of hiding anything from her, and right now I felt like there were too many secrets between us.

      Our interactions with the FBI. The plans I had for our family in the future. The reason I had suggested Dermot come back with us to Wildberry Lane to begin with. And no, it wasn’t just because him living in the new house made an easy excuse for why I need her opinion on how to redo the entire place.

      Although that was one more secret.

      No, I needed Dermot here. Not only because I knew he had my back no matter what, but because without something to ground him, he would end up becoming worse than me. Which was saying something. Just because my uncle was a piece of shit didn’t mean Dermot didn’t need to have family, and while mine would do just fine, I had assumed, correctly, that he would understand the draw to Dahlia the moment he met her.

      This entire summer I had caught him unintentionally listening to our conversations or asking questions about her, and the more information I told him, the more invested he had seemed. Which was why it had been so goddamn hilarious when he finally met her. I shook my head, thinking about the way her pulse had picked up in surprise and a flush hit her face upon introduction.

      I’d expected Dahlia to be friendly, but I hadn’t expected their instant connection. It had thrilled me and further solidified that we needed to push forward with our plan. We were done with high school, and we couldn’t avoid real life anymore, so while it was somewhat intimidating to finally move forward, I think we all knew it was time.

      Although, there were some things that concerned me after everything that had happened this weekend. For one, there was the fact that I knew Dahlia was still hiding shit from us, and while I hated to admit Yates was right, we probably needed to push her just a little bit. I ran a hand over my face and considered going to pick her up from the club just to make sure she was okay, maybe try to talk to her after everything that had happened with Stratton last night.

      We had known something was wrong with him, but I also had always known he would come back, and after the bullshit with Ian on Friday night, I knew he wouldn’t last long staying away from her. I just hadn’t expected him to say such stupid shit and send her into a bit of a downward spiral on Sunday. I knew what he had been attempting to protect her from, but that was why we existed. The group of us could handle anything like that.

      I shook my head, thinking about how my princess had forced him to accept what I had already known—that she loved him and that he very much loved her. Had I liked that she had gone to that fight by herself? Absolutely goddamn not. I was still trying to figure out a proper punishment for that bullshit.

      Although, I would probably just end up kissing the hell out of her and tasting every single inch of her body before burying myself inside of her to remind her who she belonged to. Who she needed to listen to. Whether she actually would or not was up for debate. In some ways, her not listening to me only turned me on more, because everyone usually fucking listened to me. The only people who seemed to exist outside of that sphere were my brothers and Dahlia.

      Dahlia did whatever she wanted, and while I could get frustrated, I would continue to fight for a world where she had that ability. I never wanted her to feel restrained in any fashion. I just needed her to fucking trust me.

      At least I had finally cleared the air about what was going on between all of us… something that hadn’t surprised her nearly as much as I had expected. I had a feeling Dahlia knew far more about what had been happening than she let on. It made me feel like we were doing something right, even if there had been some doubt recently.

      None of that changed the fact that her safety, or lack thereof, made me extremely uncomfortable. Maybe hiring a security team would be a good idea. My eyes darted down to my phone, annoyed that we hadn’t heard back about Ian. I knew the hit was out, but I needed confirmation he was gone. What I had done and how I had left Greg hadn’t satisfied the bloodlust running through me. I needed that bastard dead, and until that happened, I would feel on edge. I didn’t know what we needed to do to make it more clear to everyone that she belonged to us.

      I would figure it out, though, and make it happen.

      Maybe a ring? A massive public wedding? We were bound to make news, considering the situation. Hell, maybe starting a family. A rumble broke in my throat as I tried to not dwell too much on that concept. I was going to lose my head over this woman.

      When my phone rang, I picked it up, knowing it was Yates. “Morning.”

      “They sent over more files.”

      “What? Now?” I ran a hand through my hair before standing up and looking out my bedroom window, surprised to see Dahlia’s car in the driveway. I was glad she was back, and I was wondering if I could sneak into her room again. Finding her moaning in her shower with her fingers between her long legs had nearly undone me.

      “Come over, they have the list of possible suspects.” He let out a sigh of exhaustion. “Some of this shit may surprise you.”

      Wonderful. I loved surprises.

      “Give me five.”

      Unfortunately, I would have to wait on surprising Dahlia.

      Hanging up, I went to my attached bathroom suite and took a quick shower, wondering if I could convince Dahlia to sleep over some time this week. I wanted to see her in my space, in my shower, and wearing my clothes. I wanted to breathe in her sweet scent and wake up with her in bed next to me, even if it was fully clothed.

      There were two warring parts of me. One side turned into a goddamn softie romantic around Dahlia, just wanting to hold her and absorb the warmth and light she sheltered all of us in. The other part was a lot darker. The other part demanded that we fuck her hard enough that even when I wasn’t inside her, she’d feel me. That I made it so she was constantly thinking about me.

      I wanted to mark every inch of her so everyone saw and understood she was ours.

      My cock hardened as I let out a low groan, feeling frustrated as I turned the water freezing cold. It didn’t help at all, and I found myself in an even worse mood than before as I got ready for the day, wondering why this unsettling feeling wouldn’t go away.

      I just knew something was wrong.

      Making my way out of the house, the humidity hit me as I jogged towards Yates’s house, knowing the door would already be unlocked. I walked into the large estate and called out to him, hearing his voice echo from the dining room. My brows rose as I entered and realized that he had yet to sleep, his clothing the same as last night and his face exhausted and drawn.

      I still hadn’t had time to give him shit about his plan with Dahlia at the law firm not working, but I could tell now wasn’t the time. I sat down as he slid me a folder, his eyes focused on his laptop as he updated me on everything.

      “They sent those over. The first two I don’t know well, but one is from that Denim Moths group, and the other is that motherfucker married to that one therapist Dahlia had tried seeing.”

      “The pharmacist?” I arched a brow, looking through the first two.

      “Makes sense, I suppose.”

      “So what’s the problem?” I flipped to the last page and froze, suddenly understanding. Motherfucker.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised,” I said honestly.

      “I have always gotten a bad fucking feeling from them,” Yates agreed.

      Fucking Robert Brooks.

      He wasn’t lying. Max and his father had left me with a really bad gut feeling when it came to their intentions towards our family. Abby even more so, but I could tell she was almost hyper-focused on Dahlia. Enough so that it made me want to hire security just to keep track of the woman so that our girl was safe. Abby struck me as one of those fatal attraction chicks that would come after Dahlia because she was obsessed or some shit.

      Closing the file, I let out an exhausted exhale. “I need this to be done. I don’t mind handling law enforcement, but this is too close to home. I can practically feel them wanting Dahlia to get involved.”

      “Absolutely not,” Yates scowled.

      “We need to tell her anyway,” I muttered, wondering what she’d think about this situation with the FBI.

      I knew almost everything about Dahlia, but her reaction to something like this would no doubt surprise me. Just like when she found out I’d beat the shit out of Greg, and instead of being freaked out, she had just curled up against me and told me that it didn’t bother her at all.

      I’d considered expressing how fucking in love I was with her right there and then, but I figured it was in poor taste, considering I was covered in blood and she was exahusted. It didn’t change the fact that when I finally carried her to her room, I’d told her just how obsessed I was over her. Then again, that wasn’t anything new—I had constantly admitted to my obsession. She was usually just sleeping or not paying attention.

      Others heard, though, and it was enough to scare them away, which served my purposes more than I could have imagined. Honestly, I could have never expected a force like this to take over my life. Then again, I could have never expected for me to be so lucky to grow up next to a legitimate angelic being. When my father had explained that from the moment he’d met my mom, he’d known she was ‘the one,’ I had realized the feeling I had towards Dahlia was the same, if not more intense. It had always been like this in our family—when the Ross men fell, they fell hard. For me, it was just a bit obsessive and dark. Now mind you, I hadn’t expected Dermot to fall in love with her at first either, but after some serious thought, it didn’t surprise me in the least.

      It was hard not to love Dahlia.

      Before I could comment on anything, Yates’s phone lit up with an alert as his computer began to make noise. His eyes widened as he cursed. My chest tightened, that feeling of foreboding hitting hard.

      “We have a major fucking problem.”
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      When I woke up, I couldn’t tell what time it was, but I had to assume early afternoon. My eyes felt heavy with sleep as I drifted in and out of consciousness. Yet underneath it all, there was a nagging sense that I needed to get up. I was missing something important that was happening. I could feel it. It was a battle of wills, though, and when I finally managed to open my eyes all the way, my head felt fuzzy, almost drugged, and there was a buzzing noise filling the room.

      Crap, that was annoying. Who the heck was calling and texting me?

      The buzzing went off again and again, making me finally groan as I reached out to find my phone. I yanked it from the charger, remembering briefly that I had plugged it in when I had pulled myself onto the bed after falling asleep on the floor for a bit. My body was thanking me for that, but I was still feeling heavy and lethargic.

      Squinting at the screen, I pushed my hair from my face, feeling flushed from the way the afternoon sun and heat was hitting my skin. Maybe I was getting sick? I blinked, refocusing on my phone.

      What the hell?

      My eyes widened as Instagram notifications began flooding in, the small app ticking up in numbers as my stomach dropped. Confusion and fear grew in my chest as I clicked on the app. I had suspended my personal account, but I’d left my photography one open despite not touching it in months. I had promised I would start using it again after the bullying stopped, but it seemed like that wasn’t going to be an option anymore. Crap.

      The room spun as my hand came to my throat, realizing I’d been tagged in seventy-six photos. Oh no.

      Everything seemed to ice over inside of me as any sleepiness vanished and reality crashed into me like a mack truck. I felt a small noise break from my throat as I clicked on the profile that had tagged me in all the photos. Clearly it was a spam account… How did I know that? It was literally named ‘Uggo_ho46.’ You know, as in ‘ugly ho.’ I had no idea what the forty-six stood for, except maybe ‘for six,’ but how did that make sense?

      I felt my mouth drop open in realization that all posts were about me.

      Every. Single. One.

      Most of them were familiar pictures, the ones I’d been receiving the past several months with pig ears and enlarged body parts. Circled parts. Then there were new ones. I had no idea how they had gotten them, but they had photos of me kissing Yates and Stratton. The first in Yates’s office and the second after the fight in that small park. Those alone weren’t bad, but whoever had taken it had drawn five actual dicks onto it as well. Mature. I am guessing my ‘for six’ was in reference to that? Like six dicks?

      … and there was the photo of both twins kissing me at the game.

      I was torn between laughing at the absurdity of this and crying with frustration. It was also really goddamn disturbing that someone had managed to capture all of these moments. Moments that meant far more to me than they realized.

      Tears began to well in my eyes as I tried to ignore the hollow feeling running through me. What had I done to deserve this?

      With shaking fingers, I clicked on the comments under one of the newer pictures that had received 2,000 likes already. Like a bad accident, I couldn’t stop looking as I scrolled through. Some people stood up for me, saying that this was a ‘bullshit spam account,’ but most were joining in on the mean comments. I mean, it didn’t help that the bio now read, ‘Dahlia Aldridge. I take 6 at a time - hit me up.’

      Was this a fucking joke?

      I inhaled, suddenly feeling more helpless than ever before. I needed to be strong and keep it together, but I wouldn’t be able to hide this. It was everywhere. There was no escaping the truth of what was happening to me, and they would know that I had been lying about the bullying stopping.

      I could lose them over something like this.

      Panic roared in my chest as bile filled my throat. Sprinting towards my bathroom, I pulled my hair back as I voided all of the food from the past twenty-four hours in the toilet. Tears began to trace down my skin as I threw up three more times before I was dry-heaving and sobbing.

      My heart was beating a million miles an hour, my breathing rough as comments continued to pop up on the phone that was next to me on the floor. Thousands of people. Thousands, most of whom had no idea who I was, yet were ready to gang up on me… for fun?

      Abby had probably paid for some of them, but not all. No, the account was growing, and the followers began to tick up, even recognizing some of the names from our school. I hated this. Everything spun as I completely sunk to the tile floor of the bathroom. I let out a small whimper, knowing that I couldn’t cry anymore. It was literally impossible.

      I was running on empty, curled up on my side as my gaze traced the grout between each tile. The sound of the air-conditioning coming through the vents hummed. I closed my eyes, trying to find some way to ground myself.

      I was exhausted. Numb. I was at ground zero and sinking in quicksand.

      My phone buzzed with a text as I dragged it towards me, praying it would be one of my boys even though I knew it probably wasn’t. They would just come over. I didn’t want them to find out. God, I wanted to hide my shame and embarrassment, but if this was happening, then there was nothing I could do about it. Absolutely nothing.

      I wanted a hug. That was what I wanted. I almost laughed at that—god I was so pathetic. The words on the screen blurred as it hammered another nail into the metaphorical coffin of my weakness.

      Now everyone knows what a greedy pig you are.

      Have fun losing everything, whore.

      I squeezed my eyes shut as everything went dark for a few moments. I couldn’t tell you how long I laid there before I opened my gritty, sore eyes and wondered how long it would be until someone showed up. I was so glad that my parents were gone on a private flight right now.

      They were going to be so disappointed in me. I just knew that they would look at me with that concerned look that was filled with disappointment that I didn’t tell them.

      Crawling across the floor towards the shower, I pulled myself up and turned on the water. I was so cold, yet at the same time I was rapidly becoming drenched with sweat. I was shaking, and I just kept thinking that if I could get warm, I would feel ten times better. I stumbled into the shower and sunk down onto the tile floor, putting my head between my knees, the hot water running over me as my pain threatened to drown me. Sticky, tar-like pain that was filling my lungs and covering every limb.

      Why wouldn’t it wash off?

      The commenters had been agreeing with her. Agreeing with how I looked. About me being a whore. I was starting to agree with her, also. I mean, why would so many people lie about that?

      Eventually the shower ran cold, my shattered thoughts only worsening as my trembling increased. When I finally stopped the water, I pulled myself out and sat down against the glass wall, sinking in on myself as I felt myself wanting to throw up again.

      I would never forget this moment.

      There were moments in life, so seemingly insignificant, that had the capacity to change everything. Moments that you would remember until the day you died. Moments that made you feel… like you wanted to die. This was one of those moments.

      One of those moments where I realized that everything was spinning out of control at once. That everything in my life was falling apart, ripping at the seams, as if someone was tearing me up piece by piece.

      My forehead touched the cold, hard floor of my bathroom as I curled in on myself, a sob breaking from my throat.

      How had I gotten here? How had I found myself stuck in such a horrible situation?

      My throat burned.

      Tears streamed down my face.

      I couldn’t do this anymore.

      I had lied—I would never perfect the art of suffering in silence. I wouldn’t last that long.

      I knew that like I knew my last name. I was about to hit rock bottom, and I wanted it to end. I had never in my life wanted to just stop living as much as I did in this moment. I couldn’t do this anymore.

      At some point, there was a knock on my bedroom door.

      I wasn’t surprised, and I couldn’t hide the truth anymore. Accepting my fate and embarrassment, I dragged myself towards the door, trailing water from my soaked clothes across the way before pulling it open. I was fully expecting it to be one of my guys.

      And it was… sort of. Dermot stood there, his slight concern turning into full-blown shock, probably mixed with horror, at my appearance. His arms almost instantly locked around me, pulling me hard against his chest as I let out a small whimper.

      He knew.

      Dermot let out a low rumble as he gently ushered me back into the room, kicking my bedroom door shut behind us as he led me towards the bed. I began to shake even more, and he looked down at my clothes before tugging off my heavy sleeveless top, the sound of the wet material hitting the floor, leaving me in just a sports bra. Unlike my normal reaction, I didn’t even blush as he hooked his thumbs in the band of my athletic shorts and slid them down my legs. My skin broke out into shivers, the reality of being practically naked in front of him breaking through the haze slightly, but he didn’t seem to notice as he grabbed a quilt from the end of my bed and wrapped me in it.

      I watched his lips move, making me realize that he was saying something, but the dull buzzing in my ears had me unable to process it. I knew I was having a panic attack. The worst yet. But it didn’t change anything. I couldn’t function or focus right now. I was just here, existing. Barely.

      “Dahlia, sweetheart,” his compelling accent finally broke through my numbness. “I need you to get under the covers. Your lips are blue and you look like you’re about to pass out.”

      I was. Nodding like a twit, I couldn’t get my body to move, and Dermot seemed to make an executive decision as I stared up at him with unblinking, wide eyes. He easily lifted me up and onto the bed before sliding onto it himself and pulling me against him, my body curling against his as my head buried against his warm chest.

      “They are everywhere, D,” I whispered as I searched his green eyes. It didn’t help that my family’s name was so large. I knew people would focus on this. After this weekend? After I was attacked? Yeah, this was a lost cause.

      Dermot inhaled and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Don’t worry, baby girl, we will figure it out. Trust me?”

      “Yes.”

      I did. I wasn’t positive it was valid trust, but it was very much trust. His arms tightened around me as I found myself falling asleep, the light humming that came from his throat vibrating his chest. As my body deflated, I began to float between the land of consciousness and sleep, the adrenaline slowly draining from my body as I gave into the numbness that I knew would protect me.

      “Dahlia?”

      That was Kingston’s voice, and I could hear feet on the stairs. When my bedroom door flung open, the intensity seemed to drop into something darker. I wanted to see King’s expression, but I was so comfortable, the concept of opening my eyes seemed like a lot of work. Plus, this could be a dream, and if so, I wanted to stay wrapped in it. Safely.

      “She finally fell asleep.” Dermot’s accent was thick and full of anger that wasn’t reflected in the way he held me. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to wake her up yet.”

      “We were just fucking notified, how long has she known about them? How the hell have they been up for so long?” I could hear a vibrating fury, and I would bet a million dollars that he was clenching his jaw tight enough to shatter it. I wanted to calm him, but I couldn’t. I was absolutely exhausted, my form sunk into the bed.

      “I got here about an hour ago. I came back from the store when I got the notifications,” Dermot explained quietly before he exhaled. “Fuck, King. She looked like she was half dead. She was soaked to the bone, still wearing clothes from practice, and trembling. I am guessing she sat underneath the shower for a while. I also think she threw up and may have passed out on the bathroom floor. Her phone was in there.”

      He was rambling.

      “Fuck!” Kingston snarled as something hit my bedroom wall. Hard. “This is fucking bullshit. Where is her phone? Yates has already contacted the legal team, but I need to see who the hell—”

      King was cut off completely by something he saw.

      “What?” Dermot demanded. I could feel his heartbeat jump under my ear as I melted further against him, wanting to fuse myself against his massive frame. He would keep me safe.

      “Look what they sent her!” he bit out and then grunted, “Where is Yates? I need to get him this—”

      “Already here,” his familiar voice sounded from the door. “Give it here. I am almost done getting this shit taken down. I want to see if I can track that number, though.”

      “Where are the twins?” Dermot asked, his voice tinged with heartbreak that I didn’t fully understand.

      “Sterling is keeping Lincoln and Stratton downstairs for now. They lost their shit a minute ago, and I know if they see her like this, it will be ten times worse,” King bit out.

      Those were the last words I heard for some time.
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      When my consciousness finally resumed, my hand ran up Dermot’s chest, not opening my eyes yet. I didn’t really care when and where we were. Everything felt soothing and numb, the space moving at a fuzzy, almost sloth-like pace.

      Exactly how I wanted it.

      The post-panic attack haze. Probably not healthy, but essential to survival until I could wrap my head around the emotions hidden underneath all of it.

      Finally forcing my eyes open, I found Dermot sleeping, and a cursory look around the silent room told me we were alone and that it was early evening. The last bit of light was showing through the windows, and I considered closing my eyes and going back to sleep. On the other hand, I could hear voices downstairs, and while I wasn’t ready to focus on them yet, it did urge me to get up. I slipped from bed, moving from Dermot’s muscular cage of a body, and made my way towards the bathroom.

      I looked down at my stiff sports bra and boy shorts, my hair in matted tangles. Trying to ignore any evidence of the disaster that had occurred earlier, I brushed my hair and braided it back out of my face before scrubbing my teeth methodically.

      I could feel how dehydrated I was, and I felt a bit dizzy as I made my way towards my wardrobe, quickly changing out of my stiff clothes into fresh cotton boyshorts, a bralette, and an oversized top with matching shorts. I let out a tired sigh at the effort all of that had taken as I crawled back into bed and wiggled up against Dermot, his arms instantly closing back around me as a soft rumble escaped his throat.

      “Baby girl,” Dermot murmured in a thick accent, making my throat tighten at the nickname. I mean, I loved ‘lass,’ but this felt more intimate, and I found myself nuzzling into chest more before I looked up at him. His eyes were almost an olive shade, filled with sadness and understanding as his large hand trailed up and down my spine slowly, keeping me as close as possible.

      “Thank you,” I croaked out, my throat dry and sore.

      Thank you for literally everything.

      Dermot frowned, sitting up before handing me a water bottle. I followed him up and drank it slowly but completely. I winced slightly as the liquid hit my empty stomach, making Dermot’s grip tighten on me. When I tried to bring my knees to my chest, feeling self-conscious, he pulled me towards him, not giving me an inch of space, and I found myself needing that.

      I sunk back into my pillow, my knees draped over his legs. He was propped up onto his side, looking down at my expression and running his fingers along my stomach in a soothing pattern. I let out a small exhale and closed my eyes.

      “How long?” he asked, his voice soft but edged in anger. Not at me, though. I knew that.

      “Since this past January. It just kept getting worse.” I inhaled, feeling shaky.

      “Not anymore,” Dermot promised. “Yates managed to get most of it down already. They also may have your phone…” He winced. “They are trying to figure out who has been sending you shit.”

      I nodded knowingly. “It’s my own fault, D. I was… am… I am so ashamed and embarrassed that it got this far. I feel so stupid, and I just wanted it to end. I figured if I kept ignoring it that it would go away.”

      “It will now,” Dermot promised, cupping my jaw gently.

      My eyes flickered down to his lips and the slight scruff against his cut jaw. I liked the feeling of how close we were and his hands on me. I shivered as his grip tightened slightly, drawing my eyes up to his gaze.

      “Dahlia, don’t look at me like that.”

      It was a warning, but I wasn’t listening to it, because I saw the blatant heat there. What was the point in hiding how I felt about Dermot when I had essentially laid bare the rest of my secrets? It was nerve-wracking and freeing, but more than anything, I wanted to end today knowing that I had cleared everything.

      I was done with secrets. It was exhausting.

      Instead of teasing him, I leaned forward hesitantly and pressed my lips to his, needing to show him how much I appreciated what he had done. How he had taken care of me. How much I needed him in my life, even if I hadn’t realized it before. I loved my boys, but Dermot and I had an instant connection from the moment I had met him. Something that was warm and affectionate, but more than anything, filled with heat and attraction.

      Something I desperately needed to explore.

      My kiss was more nervous and almost experimental in comparison to my kisses with the others, but luckily, it seemed to be all I needed to do. I let out a soft moan as Dermot rolled onto his back and tugged me up to straddle him, his large hands sliding down my waist to grab my ass and lock me into place. I unashamedly rolled my hips against him as he gripped the back of my head and set an intoxicating pace.

      I felt like I was drowning in him. Like he was drowning me in lust. My skin prickled with heat, and everything seemed to go dizzy with just his touch. I wanted more, and my fingers gripped his shirt in frustration, wanting it off, wanting to feel more of him. Touch more of him.

      “Dahlia…” he groaned, pulling back slightly. I flushed, searching his gaze for any sign of regret. I mean, heck, I had never even told him I liked him… and I had no idea how he felt about me.

      “Sorry,” I winced slightly. “I should have asked. I mean… I don’t even know how you feel and you probably think I am absolutely insane after everything today—”

      “It’s not the kiss I’m worried about, and rest assured, baby girl, I very much feel the same.” His heated response had me shivering as his gaze softened. “I just don’t want you to jump into anything that you aren’t sure about. You fucking terrified me earlier, Dahlia.”

      I loved my name on his lips, especially with his accent.

      “I’m sorry.” I rested my head against his chest, burying my nose on his throat. “I wanted so badly to handle this on my own. I was ashamed it was still going on. I felt like it was stupid to begin with, and it just got worse, and I didn’t want to bother anyone with it…”

      Now I was, for sure.

      “Didn’t you tell Stratton that it wasn’t weak to ask for help?” Dermot demanded softly as I froze in realization. I pulled back and let out a small exhale, then nodded.

      “You’re right,” I whispered and then groaned. “I feel so stupid.”

      “You are anything but stupid,” he promised.

      “Dahlia?” Sterling’s voice rang out from the bedroom door. I turned my head and offered him a hesitant smile. I could see exhaustion edging his expression, and his hair was stuck up in random places, making me know he had been running his fingers through it.

      I crawled down the bed as Dermot cursed, his fingers grazing my ass as I shot him a small, narrowed gaze that didn’t hide my slight amusement, before Sterling wrapped me up. I threw my arms around him and breathed in his scent, loving when he pressed his forehead against my own.

      “You okay, sugar?”

      “Better,” I admitted as his nose brushed mine gently.

      “I’m going to grab you some food, baby girl.” Dermot stood, kissing the side of my head, and I watched him leave. Sterling chuckled softly as I looked back at him in confusion.

      “What?” I asked curiously.

      “Nothing, sugar,” he hummed and then cupped my face, his eyes darting across my expression. “You know how much I love you, right, Dahlia? I mean, fuck, I should have made it more clear over the years, but you are everything to my brother and me. Absolutely everything.”

      My cheeks tinted red. “I have always loved you, Sterling. I… actually think we may have all been dating this entire time. I’m not sure how I didn’t realize that.”

      Sterling’s gaze lit up. “Yeah? Caught onto that? I’m glad everyone else saw it that way as well—we needed all those fuckers to stay away from you.”

      “Which ‘fuckers’?” I tried to not smile at the jealousy in his tone.

      He leaned forward, nipping my bottom lip before his heated words pressed between us. “You know exactly who I am talking about. All the fuckers that wanted to take you away from us.”

      Huh?

      “I have no idea who you are talking about,” I answered honestly. He tossed me back onto the bed and crawled over me, pushing a piece of my fallen hair back before kissing me in a forceful press of the lips.

      “Good, that means they didn’t mean shit to you.”

      I went to say something, but all of a sudden Lincoln was there, leaning over the bed and examining my face with interest, concern, and heat. I frowned at the dip of his brow, lifting my hand up to gently smooth it away as his twin ran his lips against my collarbone, making me shiver.

      “How are you?” His voice was rough as Sterling offered him a concerned look.

      “I’m better,” I mumbled and looked at how dark his eyes were. “Are you okay, Lincoln?”

      He made a small noise in the back of his throat before he shrugged and leaned forward, pressing a soft, almost delicate kiss to my lips. I let out a soft hum, not feeling odd at all being between the two of them, pinned to the bed by one as the other kissed me. When he pulled back, I saw the darkness there, lingering.

      Yeah, something was very much wrong here.

      “We should go down to the office,” Sterling said, pulling back as Lincoln helped me up. “I know Yates and King want to talk. Are you okay to do that, sugar?”

      “Yeah,” I whispered as Lincoln wrapped an arm around me, his energy almost clingy. I mean, I absolutely loved it, but I also worried about him. I had never seen him like this before. As we left the room, I wondered briefly if my parents had been informed yet, and I found myself hoping that wasn’t the case.

      I wouldn’t know, because my phone was gone, and honestly, if I never got it back… I would be relieved. I was starting to truly hate technology.

      Everything spun for a minute, my eyes watering as I tried to keep hold of my emotions. I could feel the anxiety right under the surface, and this small haze of numbness was my normal instinct to protect myself and make the boys feel better. I knew that. I also knew that tonight, sleeping, I would feel much more alone.

      Unless I didn’t have to sleep alone.

      “Where is Stratton?” I asked softly, my eyes moving towards his house as we made our way down the stairs.

      “Outside,” Lincoln muttered, “on the porch. Do you want to go grab him?”

      Nodding, I made my way down, hearing voices from the kitchen near my father’s office. Instead of following the twins that way, I pushed through the front door and instantly was surrounded by the scent of smoke. It wasn’t a bad smell, but I was unsurprised to find Stratton’s tense back facing me from where he was sitting on the stairs. I saw him freeze upon hearing me, flicking his cigarette towards the stone pathway before turning slowly to look up at me.

      I swallowed at the shadows in his gaze, and instead of saying anything, I sat down next to him, burying my head against his shoulder. He let out a tight breath before he kissed my fingers, gripping my hand hard.

      “Angel, I don’t know what to do to help fix this.”

      His voice was raw and tired, and I moved onto his lap, his arms wrapping around me fully. “A hug?” I suggested. “I could use one.”

      It was honest and simple.

      And he gave me one—in fact, his grip was almost suffocating as I felt him squeeze me. I knew he was upset. I also knew he probably wanted to be a broody asshole about this, but tonight he was just Stratton Lee. Giving me a hug. An amazing hug. I tried to not let the guilt hit me for being the reason they felt this way.

      “We should go inside.” He finally stood, keeping me in my arms. “I want you to eat something.”

      “Okay,” I whispered, not arguing with him. I knew we needed to talk about all of that… but not right now. For now, we would just deal with the biggest elephant in the room.

      As we made our way through my dark house, I inhaled a delicious scent from the kitchen as Dermot offered me a small smile and nodded towards my father’s office. I knew King and Yates would be in there, and oddly, I found myself a bit nervous.

      Stepping into the dark wood space, I instantly met Kingston’s gaze when he snapped around. He had been looking out the window, but in the blink of an eye, in a move that I swear was unnatural, he was across the room and pressing me back against the bookshelf on the wall near the door. I let out a soft worried sound as he seared our lips together, hard, not allowing me to speak or breathe.

      When he pulled back, his eyes were dangerous and dark, his voice almost venomous. “Whoever fucking did this to you, Dahlia, is going to fucking die.”

      Oh.

      My breathing went a bit fast as I nodded, unable to deny him that, even in theory. Would he really kill someone for me? That was much too flattering. I cupped his jaw and leaned forward, kissing him once more as he let out a deep groan before turning away sharply and walking back towards the window.

      My eyes flickered over to Yates, who was watching from where he stood near the desk.

      Oh man, this was so not the Yates I was used to. First of all, the way he was watching me was… different than before. Way more different than usual. His eyes were a charcoal gray, and his face was expressionless as I swallowed, feeling a bit nervous. He motioned for me, with a curl of his finger, to come over to him, and I did so slowly.

      Usually it felt like King was in charge, but right now he seemed completely in his own, violent world, and Yates was cool, calm, and almost clinical. It scared the hell out of me. I shook slightly as I reached him, his fingers curling around my waist while tugging me forward so I was standing between his legs.

      “Yates,” I whispered softly.

      His finger brushed my lips as he shook his head and spoke quietly. “I don’t care what it is, bunny. I don’t care how the hell it happened. You don’t keep shit from me. Do you understand? Never again. Promise me.”

      “I promise,” I mumbled, my cheeks flushing.

      He searched my expression before nodding and kissing my hand gently, causing me to shiver. “You are, singularly, the most important thing to me. Do you understand that? If anything ever happened to you, I would lose my mind, Dahlia,” he declared, his voice rough.

      Oh, man.

      “Yates, I—”

      The door opened again as Dermot brought food in for me, my eyes lighting up on the bowl of what appeared to be pasta. Yates gently pulled me down on his lap as everyone, including Stratton, spread out through the room, leaving me to my pasta as I ate it slowly, feeling a bit self-conscious, but not enough to not eat.

      “Princess.” King paced slightly as I put a fork up to my lips, taking a bite while watching him cautiously. “Do you have any idea of who could be behind this?”

      “I have a guess.”

      Every single one of their gazes sharpened as I nibbled my lip.

      “Who?”

      I looked to Yates and answered, “Abby Brooks.”

      Silence filled the space as the boys exchanged a look that had my spine chilling.

      “What?”

      “There is something we need to talk about,” King said, his voice tired.

      Why did I have a feeling this was going to be bad?
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      Dahlia’s gaze filled with confusion and caution. My eyes ran over the way she bit down on her plush bottom lip, making me consider leaning forward to nip the injured skin. I wanted to punish her for keeping shit from me.

      It was probably the healthiest option of how to handle my frustration with her. My frustration with her attempting to keep shit from me. I knew everything about Dahlia Aldridge. Things that she would absolutely never want me to know. It didn’t stop my stalkerish tendencies—in fact, in some ways, it only encouraged them. The woman was a beautiful puzzle, and I planned on collecting every single piece.

      It was the only way that I could keep someone as complicated and perfect as Dahlia. On my own, without all the knowledge I had about her, I was far too fucked up to keep her happy. I knew that about myself. I was a complete asshole. I had very few redeemable qualities, but I had made it my fucking mission from day one to keep Dahlia safe, and I didn’t care how skilled I had to become at everything, from computer coding to hiding fucking bodies, to do it.

      I was fucking furious someone dared to hurt her like this.

      Unlike normal, my rage was ice cold, and I somewhat felt like King and I had switched positions. He was extremely worked up, and I knew seeing her pale and sick-looking in bed had done a number on him. I just felt cold. A cold fury that was completely centered around fixing this.

      Later. I could let myself get worked up over it later, but someone had to have their shit together right now. My eyes ran over Dahlia’s frame perched in my lap, knowing that she would help me get over it ten times fucking faster than I would by beating the shit out of someone. I wondered how she would react if I told her that.

      I was concerned that my emotions were going to make way for something far more dangerous than usual. I didn’t want to scare my little bunny, her form curled up against me, as I considered all the ways I wanted to sink my teeth into her and devour her. My fingers brushed against her back as she trembled slightly. I’d seen the caution in her gaze when I’d first called her over, feeling the shift in my temperament, no doubt, and I didn’t blame her one bit. I would never hurt her, but I honestly wasn’t positive what I would do to anyone else at this point.

      “What do we need to talk about?” she asked, her voice a bit shaky.

      I had felt like something was wrong all day. I hadn’t slept because of it, and instead had spent most of the morning burying myself in work and hoping for the best. Unfortunately, the FBI files had distracted me enough that the portion of my attention that was usually dedicated to all things Dahlia had faltered for all of an hour or so. It was enough that when I began to receive alerts about her popping up in search engines and being mentioned on social media, I had felt my heart freeze over.

      Then I had realized exactly what was going on, and all I could think about was getting that shit taken down as fast as possible. I had prayed she wouldn’t see it, but I also hadn’t assumed we would be that lucky. We hadn’t been, and I was starting to realize that unless I was constantly tuned in to Dahlia, something bad could happen at any given moment.

      It was an instinctual feeling and probably why I monitored her to such an insane extent. More so than even King knew. For one, I had a camera in her bedroom. It was fucking wrong, and usually I didn’t use it… well, that wasn’t completely true. Sometimes I watched her sleep to assure myself that she was safe. I also had monitors on all the doors and windows of her room. I knew all the houses had robust security, but it felt better knowing that I had my own.

      Although, I did also have access to all of the cameras within her house. Sometimes I would find myself just watching her sashay through the halls, in a bikini, looking absolutely happy and at peace. It was probably why I got jack shit done when I was supposed to be working.

      I had a tracker in her purse.

      Unfortunately, I was thinking I needed a better option, because she didn’t use it nearly as much I would have assumed.

      I had tried to put a tracker on her phone, as well as attempting to share her location with me, but whenever I was around, she kept her phone hidden. Probably because she knew I would do anything to break into it and confirm what I had already known. That Dahlia was fucking hiding something.

      But now she had admitted it, and while I was pissed, I was far more interested in how she would react about what we had hidden from her. My fingers gently wrapped around the back of her neck as King offered me a look, and I tried to communicate that he was the one that needed to fucking handle this. I felt bad, because I could fucking tell he was close to losing his shit.

      “This past year, we were contacted by the FBI about a possible drug issue within Camellia,” King explained quietly, Stratton’s frame shifting in slight surprise. I had tried to keep him in the loop as much as possible, but I had always been partly aware of his situation, and while I respected that he was doing what needed to be done, we needed his help now. So he would need to catch up quickly.

      Dahlia set her fork down and frowned. “The FBI?”

      King nodded, watching her expression, and I nearly sighed, realizing he was going to be far more delicate with this than we had time for. I turned her chin slightly and began explaining.

      “We have been collecting information on people in this stupid fucking town for years now,” I leveled easily. “They knew that and contacted us regarding who we thought could possibly be responsible for the opioid issue.”

      Her mouth popped open slightly as she nodded. “Okay… I have so many questions.”

      “Later,” I assured her, smiling slightly, knowing that ‘later’ would be right after this and I’d better get comfortable because Dahlia wouldn’t get off my lap until she had all her questions answered. Something I was perfectly content with—in fact, I somewhat preferred it. Maybe I would even bargain with her while she ate.

      I continued, “This morning, we received a list of possible suspects and one of them on there was Robert Brooks.”

      “Oh, wow.” Her eyes went wide in understanding.

      “So do we think they are somehow involved? I mean, I was serious about thinking she’s the one bullying me—there are a bunch of different reasons, but part of it is that she was really pissed when I told her to leave us alone before the holidays. The other part is that she wants you guys.” Her scowl was adorable as her nose twitched. “But to be involved in a drug trade? That’s insane.”

      “They think their father is somehow working for Dixon Glenn, who escaped federal prison a while back,” Kingston leveled.

      “So what do they want you guys to do?” She looked between all of us.

      “Nothing yet, but the fact that Abby has targeted you only makes me more concerned,” Lincoln voiced finally, both of the twins seeming to be a million miles away. I knew what had happened today had really fucked them up.

      “Okay, so what Max was saying earlier is making a bit more sense—”

      “What did Max say?” I turned her head gently, my anger jumping at the concept of her being in the same vicinity as that fucking asshole.

      “He said you guys were hiding something from me,” she said nonchalantly before taking a bite of pasta. I almost laughed at the way she casually said it, because I had a feeling she probably wouldn’t ever stop bringing up how we had hid something from her. Not right now, but give it maybe a week. Possibly less.

      “You should contact them,” I told Kingston as he inhaled sharply and stood. “Can I run over and grab some files? I don’t want to leave here tonight.”

      I grabbed my keys and tossed them to him. “You guys may want to go with him, there are more files in the room on the fourth floor.”

      Kingston’s eyebrows went up as I nodded towards the gold key on the ring. He knew exactly what that room had in it, and I was somewhat tired of hiding it. If they wanted to think I was fucking insane about the woman on my lap, then so be it. Dahlia watched them curiously as they left, talking quietly and leaving me with my bunny. My lips pressed to her shoulder as she took another bite of pasta. I knew she was deep in thought, because her eyes had a slight glazed look to them. Also, if I had to assume, she was still dealing with some serious anxiety from earlier.

      Something I knew would take time to disappear. Until then, I was just going to keep things as simple and easy for her as possible.

      “What’s in the room that you gave King a key for?”

      My smile grew as I nipped her shoulder, sitting back in the leather office chair. “You sure you want to know that, bunny?”

      I mean, I would tell her, but somehow I didn’t think that was the best idea.

      Her eyes lit up with interest, but before she could ask, her gaze moved to the picture of her parents that sat on the desk, a flash of guilt running over her face. “Do they know yet?”

      “We sent them a message with everything. They are still flying, so I expect they will call sometime soon,” I said, smoothing a strand of her hair.

      Her eyes darkened. “I feel so embarrassed.”

      “Don’t.”

      Dahlia offered me a tired look as I continued. “Dahlia, you always try to handle shit on your own instead of asking for help.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” she mumbled.

      “It is.” I ran my fingers along her jaw, glad the bruising had healed. “Everyone needs help handling shit sometimes.”

      Like how someone had to literally fucking pull me back from beating the ever-living hell out of Ian in public. Had to stop me from pulling out a fucking gun and blowing his brains out. You know, shit like that.

      I really hoped we got that call soon.

      I needed to know he was gone, or else I would be in Scotland by tomorrow to complete the job myself.

      “Says you,” she teased. “You’re stubborn as hell, Yates.”

      “Only about shit regarding you, bunny.”

      It was true.

      Her cheeks blushed and her lips opened to say something, but once again, we were interrupted by Stratton. His eyes were filled with a dark shadow as he dropped a large box on the desk, his gaze narrowing on me. Yeah, he had seen the room. I kissed Dahlia’s shoulder again, hiding my smirk.

      I didn’t feel bad about being such a stalker. I wasn’t going to apologize for it.

      “You okay, Stratton?” she asked softly.

      He looked at her bowl of pasta and picked it up, casting me another speculative glance before going to grab her more.

      “What’s his issue?” she whispered, looking part amused.

      My smile grew. “No idea, bunny.”

      I knew.

      He wasn’t wrong to be giving me that look. I had fucking problems.

      I also knew how to keep our girl safe. I couldn’t do it alone, though, and that was why I needed all of them. But this time, we were doing things my way. We were handling this FBI shit, and I was probably going to have Brooks’s blood on my hands by the end of the week.

      No one hurt my bunny.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Want more from Dahlia and her men? The second book in The Shadows of Wildberry Lane trilogy is already available for purchase! Make sure to pick up Execution of Anguish today.

      

      The Shadows of Wildberry Lane

      Book 1 - Perfection of Suffering 

      Book 2 - Execution of Anguish 

      

      Interested in exclusive access to teasers, cover reveals, and the most updated information on your favorite M. Sinclair series? Make sure to become a raven today by joining my reading group: Sinclair’s Ravens. 
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      International Best Seller

      

      M. Sinclair is a Chicago native, parent to 3 cats, and can be found writing almost every moment of the day. Despite being new to publishing, M. Sinclair has been writing for nearly 10 years now. Currently in love with the Reverse Harem genre, she plans to publish an array of works that are considered romance, suspense, and horror within the year. M. Sinclair lives by the notion that there is enough room for all types of heroines in this world, and being saved is as important as saving others. If you love fantasy romance, obsessive possessive alpha males, and tough FMCs, then M. Sinclair is for you! 

      

      Just remember to love cats... that's not negotiable.
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      M. Sinclair has crafted different universes with unique plotlines, character cameos, and shared universe events. As a reader, this means that you may see your favorite character or characters… appear in multiple books besides their own storyline. 

      

      Universe 1

      Established in 2019

      

      Vengeance

      Book 1 - Savages 

      Book 2 - Lunatics 

      Book 3 - Monsters

      Book 4 - Psychos

      Complete Series

      

      Vengeance : The Complete Series 

      

      The Red Masques

      Book 1 - Raven Blood 

      Book 2 - Ashes & Bones 

      Book 3 - Shadow Glass

      Book 4 - Fire & Smoke

      Book 5 - Dark King 

      Complete Series 

      

      A Raven Masques Novel - Birth of a Raven 

      

      Tears of the Siren

      Book 1 - Horror of Your Heart 

      Book 2 - Broken House

      Book 3 - Neon Drops 

      

      Descendant

      Book 1 - Descendant of Chaos 

      Book 2 - Descendant of Blood 

      Book 3 - Descendant of Sin 

      

      Reborn

      Book 1 - Reborn In Flames

      Book 2 - Soaring In Flames

      Book 3 - Realm Of Flames 

      

      The Wronged

      Book 1 - Wicked Blaze Correctional

      Book 2 - Evading Wicked Blaze 

      Book 3 - Defeating Wicked Blaze 

      

      Lost in Fae

      Book 1 - Finding Fae

      Book 2 - Exploring Fae

      Book 3 - Freeing Fae

      

      Universe 2

      Established in 2020

      

      Court of Rella 

      Book 1 - Fae Fiefdom

      

      Paranormal/Fantasy Series

      (These series are not currently affiliated with a specific universe)

      

      The Dead and Not So Dead

      Book 1 - Queen of the Dead

      Book 2 - Team Time with the Dead

      Book 3 - Dying for the Dead

      Completed Series

      

      Silver Falls University

      Book 1 - Lost 

      

      I.S.S.

      Book 1 - Soothing Nightmares 

      

      Contemporary Universe

      Established in 2021 

      

      The Shadows of Wildberry Lane

      Book 1 - Perfection of Suffering 

      Book 2 - Execution of Anguish 

      

      Standalones

      Peridot (Jewels Cafe Series)

      Time for Sensibility (Women of Time)

      

      Willowdale Village Collection

      A stand-alone collection about the women of Willowdale Village. 

      Voiceless 

      Fearless

      

      Collaborations

      

      Rebel Hearts Heists Duet (M. Sinclair & Melissa Adams) 

      Book 1 - Steal Me 

      Book 2 - Keep Me

      Completed Duet

      

      Forbidden Fairytales (The Grim Sisters - M. Sinclair & CY Jones)

      Book 1 - Stolen Hood

      Book 2 - Knights of Sin

      Book 3 - Deadly Games

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Stalk me… really, I’m into it.
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